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I AM BLACK. 
I AM BEAUTIFUL. 
I AM PROUD.  
Just nine words. Nine of the single most salient words that my adopted mother 
(my only mother) repeated to me that provided me with a sense of sovereignty and 
selfdom within my adoption story. 
As an adoptee I have felt the disarming and often paralyzing effects that silence 
surrounding my adoption have had. This Silence with a capital “S” is violent and has had 
crippling effects toward the development of my self-identity. It was, in fact, that same 
silence that magnetized my need to understand, solidify, and cultivate my role in my own 
family system. I am not the biological child of my parents’ union, I do not share the same 
DNA as my nuclear family, and my physical characteristics do not resemble persons I 
identify as family. But, I still boastfully share with you that my name is Kelley Knowles. 
I am a BLACK Caribbean adopted woman. 
I am BEAUTIFUL and blessed. 
And I am PROUD to be the daughter of Dr. and Mrs. Ronald Knowles. 
First, I would like to extend my sincere and heartfelt thanks to my parents, Dr. 
and Mrs. Ronald Knowles, for their endless support and encouragement throughout the 
completion of my Ph.D. education. The power of knowledge is a value that my parents 
have impressed upon me as one of the most important qualities in life. I have received the 





multiple sacrifices, time, effort, and economical resources that my parents have invested 
in my progress, both in academia and personal growth.  
I am ineffably indebted to my parents not only for their support in the completion 
of this project, but also for trusting and believing in my ability to supersede even my own 
expectations. In the same breath, I would like to thank my grandfather and grandmother, 
Mr. and Mrs. Conrad Knowles. They were indeed two of the most powerful models of 
values regarding faith in God and commitment to family that cemented the joy and bond 
we still share as a family today.  
I would also like to recognize and thank my chair and committee members Drs. 
Beliard, Chenail, and Erolin. I connected with all members of my panel in rather secular 
times during my Ph.D journey. I had taken several classes with Dr. Christine Beliard 
including diversity, doctoral seminar, and clinical supervision. It was during diversity 
class that I developed a great admiration for her passion for cultivating awareness among 
students regarding racial and social justice issues and practices. I developed such 
approbation for her dedication to minority families; and after learning of her interest in 
black adoptive familial struggles, it was only natural for me to choose her to be the chair 
of my dissertation. Dr. Beliard has become a source of encouragement, as well as a 
mentor to me throughout this process. I want to extend my sincere thanks and dire 
appreciation for your time and commitment toward seeing me complete my academic 
degree, Dr. Beliard.  
I would also like to thank my committee members, Dr. Chenail and Dr. Erolin, for 
their guidance throughout this process. Your discussions, ideas, and thorough feedback 





To my husband, Mr. Craig Charlow, thank you for your patience, support, and 
words of encouragement. There were moments where self-doubt consumed me and I felt 
discouraged, but you often fortified me with uplifting words and reassurance. Also, to my 
son Jazz, I was three months pregnant with you when I began writing this study. I 
remember reading to you, talking through conceptual ideas with you, and waking up 
countless mornings at 5 a.m. to write with you. You have been my greatest source of 
vigor. I thank you, my son. Also, my daughter Solo, I am now eight months pregnant 
awaiting your arrival. Although I have yet to official meet you, you have been a source of 
motivation and championship toward my completion of conducting stellar research.  
Lastly, I would like to acknowledge and thank the courageous adoptees for their 
willingness to participate in this study. I deeply appreciate your desire to let me interview 
you and to take one of the first steps toward the development of undiscovered 
competence surrounding adoption experiences in the Caribbean. Your transparency and 
readiness to trust in me as a researcher provided me with the honor and opportunity to 
hear your unique stories. I am profoundly grateful to you for sharing such intimate stories 
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This qualitative research study offers exploration into Caribbean adoptee experiences 
related to their adoptive parent-child relationships. Existing studies focus on adoptive 
parent perspectives. Few accounts focus on Caribbean adoptees’ experiences with 
adoption (Caughman, 2007). The existing research serves a purpose by helping adopted 
parents discuss adoption with adoptees. However, this approach does not include the 
voice of the adoptee and fails to encompass the totality of adoptee lived experiences. The 
research does not focus on the amplification of the adoptees’ voice, which in turn, 
neglects the adoptees’ role in understanding their family processes. Therefore, it is 
pertinent to include lived experiences of Caribbean adoptees in the adoptive 
phenomenon. This study aimed to find meaningful connections through curiosity-driven 
research. To highlight the idiosyncratic stories that encompass the Caribbean adoptees’ 
experiences, I used interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA). Interviewing adults 
using narrative therapy as my conceptual framework provided rich descriptions into the 
meaning adoptees attach to adoptive family experiences. Study findings suggested that 
the marginalizing effects of the adoptee population, pressure to conform to cultural norms 
of family structure, and stigma surrounding retrieval of mental health services effect 
Caribbean adoptees overarching experience with adoption. Implications and future 
suggestions for this study will be provided and can be of use to all mental health 
professionals, persons providing child-centered services, and adoptive families that have 
hopes of advancing more collaborative adoptive outcomes. 





CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 
Historically, negative stigma, myths, and misconceptions have conceptually 
burdened the process of adoption. Despite this limited understanding, over the last 50 
years, the more popular and acceptable form of creating a family became adoption, 
particularly in the United States. Yet, Ah Ken (2007) found that in more than 10 
Caribbean regions (The Bahamas, Barbados, Haiti, Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, 
Dominica, Grenada, Suriname, Guyana, and Belize) there were unique solutions for 
dealing with alternative parental care. The primary family-based method of care for all 
children in the Caribbean is kinship care (Ah Ken, 2007). The child’s extended family or 
even close friends of the family formally or informally care for the child. Little 
information exists on kinship care and this makes it impossible to determine the needs of 
adoptees or caregivers throughout the Caribbean. Still, it is imperative to gain a better 
understanding of the mindset of Caribbean adoptees who were relinquished, abandoned, 
neglected. 
On Wednesday, October 30,, 2019, law enforcement found an abandoned baby in 
pit latrine in St. Ann Parish, Jamaica. Reportedly, spectators saw the mother dump the 
child and run away (Gilchrist, 2019). Nearly two weeks later, authorities discovered 
another baby abandoned in an outdoor toilet in St. Mary Parish, Jamaica (Gilchrist, 
2019). These are violent, extreme examples of the ways in which neglect and 
abandonment prevail in Caribbean countries. Although not common, it demonstrates the 
need for more public discussion about adoption. These cases are direly unfortunate. 
Moreover, to add to unjust treatment that some adoptees endure, as a minority group 




families that have the power to control the conversation surrounding the adoption. This 
has resulted in adoptee voices being silent and having a very small platform to share their 
experiences. Due to this fact, I hoped that exploring adoptee experiences could clarify 
issues that adoptees themselves deem important, and demystify misconceptions regarding 
Caribbean adoptees.  
Personal Interest in the Topic 
I felt it was important for me, as a Bahamian adoptee, to address the need for 
conversations highlighting the adoptive relationship from the adoptee’s perspective. I 
recognized that existing research relating to Caribbean adoption explored more simplistic 
aspects of the adoptive relationship—always from the adult perspective. I was more 
interested in the first-person accounts of the experience of adoption and the meaning-
making process behind those experiences, from the adoptee’s perspective. From my view 
there is no “universal experience” that describes the adoptee experience. Instead, I 
wanted to explore their experiences to see what emerged when there were no adults 
controlling the narrative. Therefore, I intentionally amplified Caribbean adoptees’ voices 
and the meaning they attached to the exchanges that only exist between them (adoptees) 
and the adopted parents. First-hand accounts captured the adoptee’s experience of 
adoption in a personal but also holistic way. 
The monumental events that have taken place in my life are storied by personal 
accounts of the influence of my adoption in my life. My parents had a crystalline 
approach, which entailed them offering me as much honesty and lucidness as humanly 
possible. When I was 6 months old, my parents adopted me. My parents modeled 




start. My parents offered me basic information about when, what, how, and why my 
adoption had taken place. Additionally, my parents always told me that if I chose to 
connect with my biological parents, I had their support. My adoptive family repeatedly 
told me a story about why I was special enough to be placed in their hands. I now know 
this to be “my chosen adoption story” (Pavao, 2005). According to Pavao, the chosen 
adoption story is a story that an adoptive caretaker shares with the adopted child that 
often includes details about how special they are and how they came to be a part of their 
new adoptive family. With this came immeasurable reminders of how loved and fortunate 
I was, how fortunate I am. This story was living and breathing in a sense—it became how 
I identified myself when I met others, and beyond my knowledge at the time, influenced 
and sequenced my own inner nature. 
My introduction to people became rather showmanship, like, “Hi! I am Kelley. I 
am adopted.” I scripted this greeting in anticipation of the inevitable questions I hated 
answering about the differences in physical appearance between my family and myself. 
But this was only one way my adoption story appeased my identity. When I was about 17 
years old, in middle of one of my ill-mannered outbursts, my mother drove me to The 
Children’s Emergency hostel from which she adopted me. Her aim at the time was to 
correct me by helping me recognize how favorable my current situation was when 
compared to the alternative. In another more recent example, a friend took it upon 
themselves to share my adoption story with my husband when he and I were in the early 
stages of getting to know one another. Four years later I married him without feeling the 
obligation to tell him about the adoption. To outsiders this may sound selfish or perhaps 




adoption story should have belonged to me from the very beginning. I never had 
ownership or license to it long enough to determine which parts of myself I wanted to 
share, and if I wanted to share any at all. It was in the discovery that he already knew that 
I realized talking about something gives it power. 
Despite the endless support from my parents who had offered me everything 
imaginable, I still had to decide what and who I wanted to be. This was the tricky part––
in my 36 years of life I had never met another adoptee from The Bahamas. There is 
something sanity-bestowing about knowing others that struggle with similar adversities––
a sense of normalcy replaces the otherness. There is even permissive difference within 
the space of sameness when you have someone to share your story with that can be 
comforting. Nonetheless, the two people that loved me the most were my only sounding 
board and hurting them by asking dense questions out of pure curiosity was never an 
option for me. And so, I remained silent. 
The recognition of my silence led me to this research. Although my experience 
was rather singular, I sensed that other adoptees must have noticed the solitarian effects 
of living in a family-oriented community such as the Bahamas and having no sense of a 
voice as a staple in their respective communities. Because someone always told my story 
for me, I sensed this without voicing my own story. Ironically, the cultural climate in the 
Bahamas contains an unspoken sense of secrecy “mind ya business” ought to be the 
national slogan. It took great acknowledgement on my part to recognize the importance 
of communal diplomacy as a platform for all adoptees to voice their experiences. It is 
also this new level of sensitivity that has colored my passion for the importance of 




interpersonal battles, but as a relational dichotomy between adoptees’ sense of self and 
identity through their adoptions. Moreover, I do believe that because the Afro-Caribbean 
demographic is dominant in many Caribbean countries such as The Bahamas and 
Jamaica, there are a specific set of standards regarding what needs to be evaluated and 
researched. 
Definition of Terms 
Adoption consists of a perceptively complex legal and moral relationship between 
a parent and a child. In the eyes of the law, for an adoption to be legal, the biological 
parents must relinquish their rights to the adoptive parents, or the courts must deem the 
adoptive parents as the primary caregivers to the adoptee (Pertman, 2011). But morally, 
many young people are not in a legal position for adoption despite it being in their best 
interest; and some may not want to be adopted. Despite the differences in legal and moral 
arguments for adoption, most theorists agree that all children crave safety with family 
throughout their lives (Lifton, 1979).  
The adoption triad consists of the adoptee, adoptive parents, and birth parents 
(Lifton, 1979). Throughout the adoptive experience, the parent becomes accountable for 
the child’s health, developmental needs, life skills, safety, education, core values, and 
day-to-day needs (Pertman, 2011). Also, the role of the social worker has expanded to 
legally and morally affect change of the treatment of child placements in the past 150 
years (Lifton, 1979). These social workers gained more power and knowledge regarding 
making responsible decisions about placement issues and child safety. (Solnit, Nordhaus, 




of new family and adoptive structures which include formal adoption, informal adoption, 
international adoption, domestic adoption, open adoption, and closed adoption.  
According to Kramer and Houston (2008) there are two types of placements 
social workers utilize in the adoption process “informal” and “formal.” Formal agency 
adoption involves trained professionals associated with the adoption agency, adoption 
social workers, and child welfare personnel. Informal agency adoption includes peers, 
family, and friends of interested parties privy toward the choice of adoption. In many 
cases, adoption practices involve a multiplicity of persons toward satisfying childcare 
needs before, during, and after the adoption itself. Because adoptees and adopters will 
inevitably have contact with non-adoptive families, researchers recognized the need for 
people to hear the voices of adoptee and adopted parents (Leon, 2002). 
Open adoptions have provided families of adoption with a way to be more honest, 
transparent, and communicative about the details of the adoption. Open adoptions consist 
of the adoptive parent(s) and at least one of the birth parents having contact with one 
another. The purpose of this contact is sharing information related to interest or lack 
thereof regarding future contact with the child (Lifton, 1979). Often, the adoptee and 
adoptive parents will have direct contact with the biological parents through in-person 
visits, letter sharing, or ongoing relationships. A closed adoption infers no pre- or post-
contact involvement with the child’s adoptive or biological parents. In such cases, there is 
often no identifying information provided to the adopted parents such as medical, 
psychological, or family history. 
International adoptions have varied definitions. The first explanation includes 




back to their adoptive parents’ country of residence (Pertman, 2011). Second, an 
international adoption is any adoption taking place outside of the United States with 
families of international citizenship or permanent residential status in international 
countries (i.e., The Bahamas or Jamaica). 
History of Adoption in the United States 
17th Century  
Adoption has a long history. Carp (2002) explained that adoption in America has 
existed since the 17th century, but dramatically transformed due to a host of life-changing 
historical events, standardized professional practices, and an uprising of moral child-
centered standards governing state and federal laws. Some of the most pivotal historical 
events include the shift from child institutionalization to adoption and closed adoptions to 
open adoptions (Hopkirk, 1944). Telling adoptees about their adoption earlier versus later 
was also a rather historical caveat related to adoption history (Lifton, 1979). Also, the 
criteria that determined who should be allowed to adopt a child was a significant marker 
in the history of adoption. For example, historically, adoption was discouraged among 
same sex marriages couples and unmarried individuals (Nicolas & Strong, 2014). 
However, more recently, these events subsequently made the definition of “adoptable 
children” and “adoptive families” a more expansive and inclusive phenomenon (Carp, 
2002). Although these events in adoption history were significant, many changes took 
centuries to impact the practices within the adoption field. 
In the 17th century, children placed into homes with unrelated persons served as 
indentured servants, taking on roles in manual labor and producing profit for middle class 




develop sentimental attachments to children, but to instead view children as objects. In 
further exacerbation of living conditions endured by rehomed children, Carp (2002) 
added that the American Civil War and the Industrial Revolution served as the main 
reasons unmarried mothers gave up children to adoption in secret due to poverty, illness, 
and shame. Primarily, children were placed in orphanages or family homes due to 
financial instability (McKenzie, 1999). 
18th Century  
Child neglect was so significant in the U.S that lawmakers passed laws to address 
the phenomena. One such law was The Adoption of Children Act of 1851, a law created 
in Massachusetts to protect adopted children (Carp, 2002). This was one of the first 
statutes that acknowledged adoption as a legal and social event based on interests relating 
to the child rather than adults. Although adoption agencies were not formal at this time, 
many independent persons recognized the need for better treatment of children. This 
recognition led to the formation of institutions not long thereafter.  
One such institution was New York’s Children’s Aid Society (NYCAC), an 
agency formed in 1853 by Reverend Charles Loring Brace to address child welfare (Carp, 
2002). Throughout literature, the most authoritative institution in a new movement 
toward home placement for children was the NYCAC (Carp, 2002). This marked the 
beginning of large-scale placements for children, which indefinitely impacted society’s 
approach toward child welfare. These are but a few examples of how significant 
historical events changed the needs for children in the domains of labor, abandonment, 
and abuse prevention in the 18th century. Most literature from this period records that the 




The “best interest of the child” movement took place in the post progressive era. 
(1890s-1920s). The literature showed that at this time keeping secrets about adoptive 
histories from children was a predominate alternative for caregivers (Rosenberg & Groze, 
1997). Independent activists, now called social workers, often advocated on the child’s 
behalf and expressed concern for the secrets that accompanied the parent-child 
relationship. These secrets were damaging to the child; therefore, child activists noted the 
substantial literature on “not telling” the child about their adoptive circumstances 
(Modell, 2002). Maintaining secrecy of adoption played a demonstrative role in effective 
outcomes in successful fostering and adoptive placements (Modell, 2002). 
Pertman (2011) acknowledged Washington Children’s Society (WCHS) founded 
in 1896 as one of the first agencies to attempt safe placement for children in response to 
neglect and abuse. The contributions of the WCHS also include themes of secrecy 
regarding the best interests of the child. They believed children should live in homes, not 
institutions. Agency workers considered themselves to be acting in the best interest of the 
child especially because they were among some of the first agencies to do home visits 
between one and six times a year after placing children. Although they made a 
tremendous contribution to mitigating the neglectful conditions of child welfare during 
this time, their philosophy regarding acceptable adoptive families and secrecy policies 
were still rooted in traditional practices.  
For example, workers at the WCHS believed that “true” family consisted of a 
woman that depended on her husband for financial means; this was an example of an 
upstanding successful parental quality. Regarding secrecy, they encouraged silence 




silence was meant to make children avoid pain, neglect, and fear their birth parents 
bestowed upon them. Despite their advances and good intentions toward limited abuse 
and neglect, agency workers encouraged themes of secrecy within the adoptive dynamic. 
Also, as a result of their beliefs, agency workers made preferential placements based on 
class, financial standing, and bias.  
19th Century  
The 19th century documents significant shifts in the treatment of children in 
adoption through agency practices. In the 19th century, events such as the Great 
Depression and immigration into the United States marked an era in which child 
reformers and lawmakers made efforts toward ensuring child welfare. As a result of 
World War II (WWII), many intercountry adoptions occurred. The United States 
experienced an influx of adoption of foreign-born babies mostly from Japan, Germany, 
and Greece (Carp, 2002). Brodzinsky (2011) noted that in the 19th century child 
reformers attempted to destigmatize and serve adoptive communities by finding 
alternatives for infertile couples and abused children. Keeping biological families 
together was preferable and often referred to as one of the caveats of the “save the child” 
movement; in such cases, parental worthiness became valued (Pertman, 2011). 
As these notable events sparked the interest of child activists, this time period 
marks the importance of state standardized procedures, record keeping, and data 
collection in order to qualify for federal funds. In support of rights for the protection of 
children, the Child Welfare League of America (CWLA) was paramount in attempting 




was that the more children looked like a “normal biological family,” the more natural the 
transition into adoption would be.  
At this time the conversation regarding confounding family identity was not 
known to be fundamental toward the wellbeing of the family unit. During this time the 
social work practice became cemented as a profession in response to the need for child 
advocacy. Nonetheless, even social workers due to a multiplicity of differing practices 
(mostly justifying psychoanalytic theory) silenced the adoptee and made choices based 
on their ideas of best practice at the time.  
Toward the end of the 19th century, the child welfare movement had formed 
several institutions. The professionalism of the social work field, state regulation laws, 
and more standardized practices for child welfare were formed. Traditionally social 
workers had three steps toward care for children: intake, services while in care, and 
discharge. It was at this time that professionals began to consider the child’s role and 
perspective as valuable within the overall adoptive process.  
There is an assumption that the social worker would pair adoptees with the perfect 
family in order to improve their lives and experiences. However, the social workers job 
requires them to attempt to improve the lives of members involved in adoption overtime. 
The social worker must skillfully and professionally advocate for all members in the 
adoptive family and offer relevant referrals and services into the conversation with 
adoptive families as needed. Unfortunately, many social workers’ efforts fell short as the 
field was dominated by women, who, as a collective, had little power during this period 




Kanowitz (1969) stated that up until the late 1900s, Americans were not unaware 
of social inequities of sexes, but the literature focused more on selective topics that 
contained implicit gendered biases. These topics included freedom, equality, 
housewifery, as well as psychological and social roadblocks privy only to women. As a 
result, children’s voices were still not a part of the conversation.  
Browne et al. (2012) stated that women in the early to mid-1900s faced 
inconceivable levels of abandonment and unwarranted judgements from non-supportive 
fathers. Browne et al. asserted this culture resulted in forced adoptions due to guilt and 
shame and highlighted that out-of-wedlock pregnancies also brought on the highest level 
of societal shame; that adoption was still possible through means of “secrecy.” In this 
way, maintaining the secret of the adoption allowed the child to grown up non-
stigmatized while the biological mother could return, unshamed, to her normal life in her 
community. 
 The Social Security Act contributed toward neutralizing the dominant discourse 
regarding a woman’s inability to independently care for a child without the security and 
support of a man (Carp, 2002). O’Leary and Baden (2005) added that the Social Security 
Act required that states provide family planning services to all families, both married and 
unmarried. However, many of those with eligibility to family planning services were 
unaware that these services were available to them at the time (O’Leary & Baden, 2005).  
Additional themes that dominated the child welfare forum were racial, class, and 
financial prejudice. Hopkirk (1944) explained that children who reaped the benefits of the 
many laws in place for the purpose of strengthening child welfare were considered 




1980, and the Social Security Act funded parents or family members caring for children 
in efforts to maintain children in the homes of relative caregivers. This stood in contrast 
to those children who were members of marginalized populations such as minorities, the 
mentally ill, and those with behavioral issues (Hopkirk, 1944). 
20th Century 
The orphanage versus foster care debate is as one of the largest documented 
debates against the institutionalizing or placing of dependent children foster care. 
Leading into the 20th century (Hopkirk, 1944), the U.S. saw nearly all orphanages 
abolished and the foster care system established as the primary long-term care option for 
those children with no hope for reunification with their biological families. Today 
increases in teenage pregnancies, lack of family support, and reports of child abuse and 
neglect are the most common reasons that children are placed in foster care (MacGregor, 
Rodger, Cummings, & Leschied, 2006). The average stay in foster care is two years and a 
recent study showed that nearly 53% of adopted children are males and 43% of adoptees 
are African American (Dellor & Freisthler, 2018). African American children are over 
represented in the numbers in the foster care system; these children tend to wait longer 
for placement than white children (Dellor & Freisthler, 2018). The previously mentioned 
statistics led Carp (2002) to the identification of concerns regarding the length of time 
children resided in foster care facilities dating back to the 1900s. In 1980, the Adoption 
Assistance and Child Welfare Act was a response to the overwhelming number of 
children in foster care.  
Almost all historical research on adoption mentioned the importance of President 




over reunification and foster care; it marks the recognition of the importance of adoptive 
parent–child relationships (Modell, 2002). This significant shift occurred as former 
President Clinton recognized and brought to light that adoption into a supportive, loving 
family can be more valuable than previous factors that determined adoptive law. His own 
adoption by his stepfather after the death of his biological father in a car crash influenced 
his commitment to the cause. 
According to Jasper (2008), the Uniform Adoption Act (UAA) was another 
significant law enacted in 1994 to regulate child protection. The history of law on 
adoption intensively discusses the UAA because it represents efforts to standardize 
adoption law in a uniformed manner throughout the states. As expected, adoption 
advocates protested the act by stating that it prevented adoptees from gathering 
information about their birth parents by condoning the sealing of birth records for nearly 
100 years. This phenomenon is known as The Sealed Records Debate. 
21st Century  
In the 21st century, Global United Nations organizations and government 
childcare agencies in West Indian regions began conducting studies on children without 
parental care in the Caribbean (Ken, 2007). Most of the studies conducted were 
qualitative studies that evaluated social welfare system practices for children in foster 
care, kinship care, or institutional care. The largest and most inclusive qualitative study 
regarding children and parental care in the Caribbean was conducted in 2007. Ah Ken’s 
(2007) study was an investigation into the effects of limited and non-supported 
community-based support services available to the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) 




member states include over 25 Caribbean regions including The Bahamas and Jamaica. 
Ah Ken’s study findings suggested that children looked after by external family members 
or friends (informal kinship care) was prominent in Caribbean regions.  
Ah Ken’s (2007) study also showed that families with lower socioeconomic status 
were children born to single mother households in which children often received little to 
no parental supervision placing them at risk for neglect and abandonment. One of the 
largest challenges identified in this study was lack of preventative services as part of the 
continuum for children with informal kinship care. The study suggested that the 
inconsistency of social work practices, lack of record keeping, and neglect to consider 
children’s wishes and opinions regarding placement exacerbated child abuse and 
separation throughout the CARICOM states. Overall, the study yielded that social 
welfare agencies needed more resources and funding. Social work systems also needed to 
collaborate with government providers in order to develop more substantial training, 
guidelines, and protocols for children in informal kinship care environments. This study 
demonstrates an effort toward the assessment into government policymaking and 
alternative services needed to address the problems vulnerable children face in Caribbean 
regions in the 21st century. 
Another study conducted by Barrow and Ince (2008) focused on socialization of 
children at risk, up to age 5 in Trinidad and Tobago and Dominica. Barrow and Ince 
stated that their research was an important contribution because research in Caribbean 
regions rarely involves children. This study focused on variations in family structure, 
patterns of care, and the effect of poverty on parenting strategies. The study findings 




many children were shifted between caregivers and family members. These children 
often felt neglected, abandoned, and experienced lack of parental care. In terms of family 
structure, Afro Caribbean families were found to be matrifocal. Mothers, daughters, and 
grandmothers were the focus in children’s lives. Fathers and stable male role models 
were not consistently present in children’s lives. High unemployment rates and single 
mothers struggling to balance work and child rearing responsibilities were the two factors 
that contributed to poverty in both Caribbean regions. Teenage pregnancy in both 
countries was also determined as a leading cause of ineffective patterns of care, poverty, 
and poor parenting strategies in both regions. For example, the study showed that in 
Trinidad and Tobago, only 37% of women were married and divorce was very common. 
Barrow and Ince concluded that this indefinitely had an effect of children economically, 
psychologically, or socially.  
Background of the Problem 
Little research on adoption in and from the Caribbean has been conducted (Ah 
Ken, 2007; Barrow & Ince, 2008). Despite this fact, the Former Minister of Social 
Services in the Bahamas Melanie. S. Griffin reported 1,300 cases of child abuse between 
2011 and 2012 (Brodzinsky, 2011). Adoption has been studied extensively in the United 
States because the adoptive family is composed of various family structures. As of 
September 30, 2017, there were 442,995 persons between 1 year to 20 years of age in 
foster care awaiting adoption (AFCARS Report, 2018). The public child welfare agency 
assisted in 59,430 adoptions that same year. That said, 35% of children adopted spend 
between six and 11 months in foster care, and majority of these children are between the 




States and internationally continues to be a skyrocketing pathway toward a complex and 
unfamiliar familial territory. For many children, adoption either presents with a 
“successful” nor “unsuccessful” option (Fisher, 2014). Adoption, according to Fisher 
(2014), presents children with a moderate safety net of protection and cultivation. 
Adoption has served many persons by allowing the creation of non-kinship families and 
thus the expansion of the definition of “family” altogether. The challenges that arise after 
a completed adoption is the focus of most adoption research (Wijedasa & Selwyyn, 
2017). As a result, the voices of adoptees are grossly undermined and overlooked.  
The general problem is that, while researchers acknowledge the importance of 
adoption as a choice, they have focused on standardizing a how-to method that honors the 
adult challenges. This approach disregards the importance of individualistic experiences, 
particularly with minority populations such as Caribbean families. Studies regarding 
adoption and adoptee experiences are non-existent in most Caribbean countries, which is 
most likely due to the informality of external family members taking in and raising a 
child without legal status. Nonetheless, in the United States, studies on the importance of 
the adoptees voice in adoption particularly from the adoptees perspectives has shown up 
in the literature (Farr, Marsney-Grant, & Grotevant, 1997). Togetherness, respect, and 
cohesion in the family system are staples toward successful family life (Pavao, 2005). 
Co-identity is an absolute necessity in all successful family dynamics. Thus, studies 
should examine the perspectives of adoptees. 
As a marriage and family therapist, I note that the formation of the new adoptive 
family is full of complex and systemic processes. Yet, Caribbean adoptees themselves 




Fetinger (2013) stated that children pressed with complexities of adoption without ways 
to communicate the effect of events may present with negative post-adoption challenges. 
There are no existing phenomenological accounts of the adoptive family that highlight or 
advocate for the amplification of adoptees’ voices in any Caribbean culture. Therefore, I 
plan to create relational associations between adoptee experiences across two Caribbean 
countries (The Bahamas and Jamaica). 
Existing research in all Caribbean regions regarding adoption is extensively 
limited. This study focused on the meaning and experiences Caribbean adoptees attach to 
their adoptive experiences. Because 90% of Bahamians are black people of African-
Caribbean decent (Williams, 2016), giving voice to people of color in the Caribbean 
culture can cultivate empowerment for them as a minority group, and for the Caribbean 
culture at large. This study is important because family is the first social identity that a 
person can have. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of the study was to listen to Caribbean adoptee narratives about their 
first-hand experiences in their adoptive families and the meaning they assigned to these 
experiences. The specific research question that guided this study was “What are the 
experiences of Caribbean adoptees with adoption?” The general understanding, as my 
adoptive mother illustrated in the example above, is that, although people frame adoption 
as a “favorable situation,” the adoptee navigates very specific challenges throughout their 
life span. Without an audience, the adoptee, left to their own devices, typically tends to 
tackle many arising questions rather linearly. When viewed therapeutically and 




human experience in development of self-identity. Too often this experience is stripped 
from the adoptee without giving them the opportunity to voice and share their experience 
in a safe, supported, communal space.  
There was limited research regarding whether an adoptee feels more empowered 
to voice their concerns or questions about their adoption within a family that encourages 
or deters first person accounts. Throughout the literature, the concern of researchers 
focused on the damaging histories that accompany adoptees: the adults, parents, and 
social workers controlling the conversation. Historically and currently, existing literature 
included mixed opinions regarding the acceptability of adoption to create a family. Most 
theorists who opposed adoption as a suitable way of creating a family tended to focus on 
a child’s pathways to adoption through the child welfare system. These theorists believed 
that adoption dissolution was inevitable due to the child’s multitude of foster care 
placements, gender, and abuse and neglect histories (Dellor & Freisthier, 2018). On the 
other hand, advocates for adoption such as Goldstein, Kaczmarek, and English (2002) 
believed that promoting open communication in the adoptive family could encourage 
healthy social interactions and successful outcomes within the adoptive family. 
The perspectives regarding the acceptability of adoption were expansive, but one- 
sided because the research gathered about these experiences came from biological 
parents, birthparents, and adoptive parents. Therefore, understanding the personal 
experiences of those closest to the effects (the adoptees) adoption poses should be at the 
forefront of the research.  
In order to grasp in depth understandings of adoptees experiences, I conducted 




in order to generate detailed, in-depth personal accounts of adoptee stories. I applied 
narrative therapy lens as a courier in my interview style. Narrative therapy concepts 
derive from the belief that personal experiences become personal stories throughout a 
person’s life. Through this lens, reality becomes a social construct; there are no objective 
truths or personal narratives influenced by people and societies in which we live (White 
& Epston, 2007).  
Researchers continue to focus on when and how much to discuss the adoptees’ 
adoption details. The research has not yet shifted to completely recognize the need to put 
the adoptee voices at the forefront of the research inquiry; thus, they do not know the 
benefit of empowering the adoptees voice. When adoption plays the largest role in the 
lives of those who are adopted, it is unfortunate that adoptees themselves often have no 
say regarding the terms of their adoption, who adopts them, and when placement will 
happen. I believe these adoptees should have the largest stage to express their experiences 
surrounding adoption particularly because the role adoption plays is the stage upon which 
their life stories are set.  
From a social justice perspective, the adoptee is often striped of their egalitarian 
rights. From inception, the choices of someone else result in the adoption of most 
children (birth parents, adopted parents, state). The adoptee themselves most often have 
no power, choice, or voice regarding their adoptions and, therefore, do not control their 
own narrative. Sociopolitical implications of adoption can also be seen through the lens 
of social justice. Adoption privileges a “social kinship” over a “biological kinship” 
(Pertman, 2011). The shift toward social kinship as a justifiable way to create a family 




affect the adoptees’ lives. Thus, this study aimed to delve deeper into themes and topics 
that adoptees identified as relevant in their lives. 
In family-oriented cultures throughout The Caribbean, understanding how culture 
affects the adoptees’ experiences can help determine why adoptees attach themselves to 
values and meaning in their lives. Understanding adoptees needs by hearing their voices 
can help us appreciate and validate their experiences. In conjunction with these concepts, 
I aimed to provide a clear picture of the relationship between adoptees and the 
importance of the types of conversations that highlight adoptees feelings of ownership 
and membership in an adoptive family. In order to understand adoptees in relation to their 
firsthand experiences, readers must first understand the significance if the study. 
Significance of the Study 
Post-modern theorists (Gergen, 2007, 2015) believe that social constructionism 
marks ways in which individuals and families perceive a “making sense” of their social 
realities. This ongoing, dynamic process of constructed reality affects how people act and 
interpret their everyday lived experiences. Viewing the negative stigma placed on 
adoption, coupled with social constructionist perspectives, marriage and family therapists 
(MFTs) train to conduct therapy with individuals, couples, and families and note the 
effect humans and society have on one another relationally. Because MFTs are systemic 
relational therapists, the adoptees’ experiences can shed light on the relational aspects 
between family members. It is important to explore the adoptees’ perspective to amplify 
their voice as pertinent to better the relational inclusive MFT practices. Studying adoptee 
experiences could also strengthen the adoption outcome by allowing the family unit to 




discussion of the adoption itself by allowing the family unit to “make sense” of their 
reality. Interviewing only adult adoptees from The Caribbean contextually, systemically, 
and relationally illuminated that adoptees have a safe, public place to share their 
experiences. 
Narrative Family Systems Theory  
The present study utilized narrative family systems theory (White, 2007), which is 
helpful for contextualizing the experiences of adoptees in The Caribbean. This theory 
acknowledges the comprehensive nature of the role of culture and the formation of 
individual identity within that culture (White, 2007). White (2007) believed that 
individuals develop thoughts, beliefs, and perceptions based on their interactions with 
others and within the social constructs of their cultural environment. This means that 
investigating a population from a narrative family systems framework helps to 
understand the population being studied as well as multiple contexts engrained within the 
larger society. The investigation into ways that social constructs of a cultural 
environment influence human experiences informed my research question regarding 
better understanding of participants’ adoption experiences. 
Many researchers such as Brodzinsky (2011) stated that viewing the adoptive 
family from a narrative framework is helpful because it can help the researcher 
understand various meanings persons involved in the adoption attribute to their 
experience. Brodzinsky also asserted the narrative framework is especially helpful in 
addressing research on the adoption triad members because the themes and multiple 
realities that emerge broaden the researchers understanding of clients’ unique 




challenge the dominant discourse that shapes people’s lives by illuminating the value and 
meaning important to each person.  
Summary 
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological research study was to better 
understand the experience of the adoptees regarding their firsthand experiences in their 
adoptive families. This study aimed to explore the relational process that is unique to an 
adoptive family; requiring each family member to negotiate and renegotiate familial roles 
in order to establish functionality in the family system. Still, the focus of the study 
highlighted adoptee perspectives. It was my hope as a researcher that this study could 
guide and shape the research inquiry to begin to bridge the gap in the literature. Obtaining 
rich descriptions of the lived experiences of adoptees can clarify misconceptions about 
adoption and serve as a guide in the remembering of adoption experiences for all 
members involved.  
Also, I hoped to refocus the efforts of agency practitioners toward more 
collaborative methods that include the adoptee. Members most affected include the 
adoptee, adopted parents, adoptee siblings, and the adoptees’ biological family. In 
addition to this, amplifying the voices of adoptees can demonstrate the uniqueness of 
adoptive experiences and show how theoretical conceptualizations of adoption create 
understanding through personal experiences and relational constructs.  
In this research, I aimed to provide additional resources other than the existing 
how-to-communicate guides about adoption. I hoped that prospective families could 
approach adoptive family identity in ways more conducive to the particularities of their 




integral members of the adoption process rather than simply a helpless child or 
adolescent in need of placement. It is my hope to diminish the misapprehensions and 
obscurities that have accompanied the adoption phenomenon for many years by 











CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
This chapter presents information on existing literature in the U.S. regarding 
adoption agency efforts to reform adoption policies and practices. Sealed records, mutual 
registries, and open adoption were the three main changes noted in existing literature to 
have an effect of the adoptive family. This chapter also includes literature covering the 
various approaches and challenges discovered when adopted families make efforts 
toward creating a new identity. I discuss information regarding studies about the West 
Indian family structure toward the end of this chapter. Lastly, I examine the issues of 
inequality, marginalization, and stigma about West Indians receiving mental health 
services. West Indian family practices and cultural norms and connected to African 
American cultural norms in order to create a connection between research in the U.S. and 
the Caribbean.  
Sealed Records and Mutual Registries  
In existing literature, sealed records and mutual registries were two of the largest 
social political movements to affect the adoption phenomenon. Wegar (1997) contested 
that legal experts made several efforts toward diminishing the sealed records debate; 
however, the Search Movement took matters into their own hands by establishing mutual 
consent registries for adoptees and birth parents interested in reunification. Adoption 
registries in most states are mutual registries which require the consent of both parties in 
order to search and contact one another (Pertman, 2011). These registries contested the 
assumption that confidentiality serves the best interest of all persons involved. In doing 
this, the registries pointed interested parties in the direction of adoptive parents, 




Friedman (2004) recalled that Tennessee passed a law in 1996 allowing adopted 
children, in adulthood, to have access to their original birth certificates and records. The 
research noted efforts taken to allow adoptees to fulfill their own need to know whether a 
relationship with the biological parent was formed. It has the potential to be detrimental 
in the short term for those adoptees who may feel rejected, shamed, and retraumatized all 
over again regarding birth parent denial for contact. It is worth reiterating the thought that 
it is a burdensome task to attempt to meet the needs of all triad members at all times 
(Friedman, 2004). 
The consensus in most of the literature posited that, despite the desire to search 
and fill the void of curiosity, most adoptees do not search and some express little to no 
concern regarding connection with other biological family members (Caughman, 2007). 
On the other hand, many people do wish to contact birth families, and the varying 
degrees of interest and contact make privacy rights in adoption a highly sought-after 
topic. Caughman (2007) advocated that the only contact embraced should be mutually 
consenting contact. The adoption registries did not satisfy the needs of many adoptees to 
connect to their past and as a result the need to talk about, and search for, answers to their 
past became one of the most prevalent topics in adoption.  
Much is not known about adoption laws regarding sealed or unsealed records 
historically in The Caribbean. However, although not popular, advice to adopting parents 
included “telling” the child and talking about adoption as much as possible. As early as 
the mid-1970s into the end of the 20th century, the adoption narrative demanded changes 
when talking about adoption as a conceptualization of relational kinship and individual 





As the adoption narrative entailed topics of individual identity, people looked to 
“matching” for preferential placements. “Matching” criteria consisted of the belief that 
children should only be placed with people that looked like them, undisputedly a result of 
biological theorist arguments of nature versus nurture. The emergence of open adoptions 
in the 20th century shifted the need for better communication in the adoptive family 
particularly in homes where matching were determinants of a new family’s formation. 
Open adoption allows the biological and adoptive families access to various degrees of 
information and contact with the adoptee.  
In the 20th century, the emergence of open adoptions was controversial, but case 
workers advocated for higher levels of involvement of all members involved (Carp, 
2002). According to Lifton (1994) and Hiber (2008), open adoptions allow the birth 
parents the opportunity to select a family to raise their child and obtain the option to 
receive updates of child if they so choose. The literature procured that a shift in 
reworking the meaning of parenthood allowed for less traditional methods and more open 
mindedness regarding becoming a parent. Now that parenthood has aligned with more 
modern forms of adoption (open adoption), non-heterosexual couples, infertile couples, 
and single/unmarried people are eligible to become parents.  
Finely (2008) also discovered that the definition of parenthood was evolving 
rapidly. Thus, ways in which we address the adoptee experience must advance 
progressively as new themes emerge. For example, same sex couples also established 
their rights to parenthood through adoption. According to Nicolas and Strong (2014), 18 




marked an enormous cultural shift, particularly when recalling President Clinton and 
Congress signed a law in 1996 called the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA), which 
defined marriage as an act only between man and a woman. Congress proclaimed at that 
time that there was not mandate for states to acknowledge same-sex marriage. Years 
later, in 2011 the Obama Administration challenged the ruling of DOMA, and same-sex 
couples were successful in achieving the right to marry in many states. Unfortunately, 
non-approving bias overshadows homosexual parenting and adoption by infertile couples. 
Many people believe these forms of parenting are harmful to the parent-child 
relationship. 
On the other hand, Friedman (2004) denied that same-sex marriage and other non-
traditional methods of family structure are destructive. In 2004, the American Academy 
for Pediatrics proclaimed that they had no empirical evidence that effective heterosexual 
parenting was superior to effective homosexual parenting. In stark contrast to the 
traditionalist view, the Academy stated that children within both family structures are just 
as likely to thrive (Caughman, 2007). 
Lastly, the literature mentioned special needs children were also impacted by 
open adoption. Brumble and Kampfe (2011) clarified that up until the late 1900s, the 
term “special needs children” referred not only to unhealthy children, but also was the 
descriptor for biracial and older children. They agreed that social and economic 
inequality dominated adoption in the United States since colonial times, with African 
American, Asian, Native American, and Hispanic children placed into white families. In 
the 20th century, most intercountry, international, and transracial adoptions were open 




Variables of Theory in Adoption 
Existing theoretical research on adoption favors the biological, social learning, 
attachment, and multisystemic theories. The study of adoption epistemologically connect 
to these theories. Epistemology is related to how we know—what we, know (Giorgi, 
2009). In the case of theoretical understanding—the biological, social learning and 
attachment theories all have differing assumptions about how to conceptually view and 
understand the adoptee. I briefly outline these perspectives as I do not see any of them as 
honoring the adoptees voice, accounting for the adoptees’ meaning-making, or attempting 
to understand the individualistic experiences of adoptees.   
Biological Perspective  
Accepted as the most poignant perspective to dominate the adoption field from 
since the 17th century is the hereditarian (biological) perspective. Theorists adopted term 
“nature versus nurture” in support of their conceptualizations. Almost all theorists have 
examined the quality of love that a biological versus adoptive mother can have for her 
child, commonly referred to as the nature versus nurture instincts of maternal obligation. 
Pertman (2002) depicted that hereditarian views of child development were specially 
highly influential in adoption agencies in the 20th century.  
Racial matching was an example of how agencies favored biological theory 
because they believed pairing adoptees, and families by race would provide superior 
results. Florence Clothier, a pioneer in the adoption community (1950s) advocated for 
matching. She believed that parents should be physically, racially, ethnically, and 
intellectually like the children they adopt. Overall, the adoption practice itself has been 




individualistic and biological terms. These experts have attempted to explain, treat, and 
approach adoptive families by assuming genetic heritage is superior.  
Upon retrospective reflection, throughout the history of adoption, society has 
decided that nature is superior to nurture. It is my hope that further research will be at the 
forefront of social reform toward challenging such assumptions driven by linear thinking.  
Social Learning Theory 
Sociologists claimed that children attach to their biological mothers through their 
social history (Lifton, 1994), which is a set of prenatal experiences and any experiences 
thereafter between parents and their children. Whether they have direct memories of that 
history or not, children create a connection with their social history. In support of 
sociologists, Wegar (1997) proposed that a sociopsychological model is appropriate for 
viewing the adoptive family. He contended that cultural beliefs, social norms, and 
assumptions should be inclusive in the adoption narrative.  
Social learning theory also concerns itself with social communicative 
competence. Goldstein et al. (2002) identified social and communicative competence as 
interrelated because as children get older, they develop their communication skills within 
the context of social interaction. Sociologists identified that teaching children by 
reinforcing and modeling effective communication skills with the child prompts and 
develops strong language and social skills. Building social routines is also one of the 
most effective ways to develop social-communicative development (Warren, Yoder, & 
Leew, 2002). Social routines such as peek-a-boo or pat-a-cake are routines that are 
repetitive, predictable, and turn into family rituals. The literature suggested that 




predictable structure (Goldstein, Kaczmarek, & English, 2002). It is widely accepted in 
the adoption field that social competence plays a role in communication of the adoptive 
family. The question related to this research then becomes, how can an adopted child 
confound identity in and out of the home if they have not had the opportunity to speak 
about their adoptive circumstances?  
Attachment Theory 
Attachment theory is concerned with a person’s ability to form strong attachments 
or bonds relationally based on having a good sense of self (Cassidy & Shaver, 2008). 
Clothier (1938), a pioneer in social development of children, also discovered that children 
require relationships of approval and love that validate attachment. In fact, Clothier 
contested that the first six years of the child’s life are detrimental toward forming healthy 
attachments because during this time the child repeats behaviors in order to establish and 
re- establish his security in loving relationships.  
Most existing literature focuses on issues met when forming strong attachments in 
childhood is not obtainable. Dr. Lark Eshleman (2003), an expert in child development, 
found that unresolved attachment was a significant predictor of emotional adjustment 
issues of children and impacted the entire family negatively. Most researchers agree that 
attachment also impacts a child’s functioning and development (Helder, Mulder, & 
Gunnoe, 2016).  
Helder, Mulder, and Gunnoe (2016) concluded that adoptive parents faced more 
challenges connecting emotionally and socially to children that had long preadoption 
placements and institutionalization experiences. A Neimann and Weiss (2012) study 




difficulty forming emotional bonds with their adoptive families. A Weitzman and Albers 
(2005) study also showed the long-term effects of multiple caregivers on children who 
were institutionalized for longer than six months. Since WWII, in response to these kinds 
of issues, adoption experts always encouraged the “chosen child” story. The parents’ 
telling the story of why they chose the adoptee is thought to have the ability to help the 
adoptee identify with their sense of loss while binding the adoptive relationship through 
adjustment and attachment.   
Still, I believe the “chosen child” story demonstrates how the child’s voice 
becomes lost through adult dominant narratives.  
Multisystemic 
Finely (2008) stated that adoption practices should favor the best interests of all 
triad members directly involved in the adoption process. Understanding how members of 
the adoptive family embed within multiple interconnected systems is one of the common 
themes in multisystemic practice. These systems may include family, peers, school, 
neighborhood, community, larger culture, and beyond.  
Viewing adoption through a multisystemic lens through the social work practice 
can draw awareness regarding the challenges still faced in the adoption forum. Social 
workers have a connection to all persons involved in adoption dynamics. Their 
recognition, relationships and connection to political, social, historic, economic, and legal 
forces in the environment have an overall effect on what client engagement and treatment 
toward triad members should look like. If we consider multisystemic approach, clients 
will be empowered by interactions with social workers because they will no longer view 




of ongoing relationship to their world. Thus, social workers play a vital role in facilitating 
the change needed for adoptees to have a voice within the adoptive family. Johnson and 
Grant (2005) believed that the option for change reduces when social workers overlook 
clients’ history. Change is central to the family that adopts; as clinicians it is our 
responsibility to introduce immediacy regarding family needs for interaction and co-
development.  
The Family System 
Family Interaction 
Brodzinsky (1990) identified healthy family interaction as development of 
individual family members with unique personalities within the larger system. He also 
included the ability to achieve of self-worth to be “defined as a person that asserts 
opinions and recognizes their place matters within their family and their world” (p. 155). 
Kerr and Bowen’s (1988) concepts of family systems interaction aligned with 
Brodsinsky. The thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of each family member contribute and 
reflect what is occurring in the family as a whole. Lastly, Houlgate (2005) described the 
organic model, which views all members of the family as-a-whole existing within the 
larger family system. In this whole organic system, parents and children exist for each 
other and interconnect with interests, plans, and purpose. Houlgate suggested that we 
look at the family through the organic model as “[p]arents and children take their 
existence and their purpose from their participation in the family” (p. 83). Conceptually, 
development of individuality within a larger family, harboring self-worth regarding 




interchangeable concepts in that healthy family interaction can only exist when viewing 
the family system as a unit.  
Kerr and Bowen (1988) also identified emotional significance as an important 
factor in the function of communication in the family. Emotional significance means that 
the thoughts and actions of others impact a person on both an emotional and personal 
level. Kerr and Bowen believed a family that neglects confounding family identity will 
inevitably distribute negative emotional energy toward other members of the family. One 
another’s willingness or reluctance to include the adoptee’s voice in the adoption 
narrative independently influences each family member. They stated that family members 
function in reciprocal relationships to one another. Therefore, emotional significance 
plays a significant part in family members choice to allow the adoptee to voice their 
experiences of the adoption.  
Change Affects the Family System  
Reitz and Watson (1992) examined the framework of family systems overall 
(adoptive and non-adoptive) and pointed out that any person entering or leaving a family 
system marks a major change point in the system. This change requires the family system 
to adjust to employ openness with one another. Childhood impacts all adults in the ways 
that they think and feel about their own lives, regardless of their adoption status. Greco 
and Ferrari (2015) conducted an evaluative study of adoptees who became parents. The 
results of this study showed that becoming a parent precipitated conditions to spearhead 
adoptees’ pasts to the forefront of their lives. Viewing their own child’s developmental 




the changes that took place in childhood adoption continue to play a role for adopted 
people throughout their adulthood.  
Hartman (1984) also gave insight toward the effects of change in the adoptive 
family system by stating that all change can overwhelm a family’s adaptive qualities. She 
stated that support and stimulation regarding balance between the family and the rest of 
the world can challenge the family system—and thus demand immediate change. In 
particular—an adoptive child can add stress to the family system, and the family’s 
relationship to the outer world. In such cases, restoring a new sense of balance requires 
creative adaptation. Because of this presupposition, confounding adoptive identity 
regarding adoptions should be a continuous conversation throughout life’s stages. 
Approaches to Confounding Family Identity 
Verbal Communication 
Many researchers have commented on the innumerable ways in which verbal 
communication can benefit the adoptive family. Verbal communication is the dominant 
way researchers have identified as fostering better individual identity within one’s family 
(Finely, 2003). Pertman (2011) was an advocate for expanding communicative openness 
in the adoptive family. He believed more openness brings forth truth rather than deceit. 
He also thought that communication could benefit families by helping adoptees grieve 
and explore insecurities related to adoption. Watkins and Fischer (1993) marked the 
child’s need to share their story as the beginning of the child’s journey toward autonomy. 
They reported that children often share their adoption stories with others they trust. This 
should not confuse or worry parents regarding their need to keep everything confidential; 




hierarchy. As the child becomes more developed, the child’s individuation (a natural 
process) enables them to differentiate themselves from their care takers. Kerr and Bowen 
(1978) defined differentiation as “differentiation of self is the degree to which one is able 
to balance emotional and intellectual functioning and intimacy and autonomy in 
relationships” (p. 320). Thus, adoptees’ ability to differentiate themselves from their 
adoptive parents is a step toward emotional maturity. Existing research is laden with 
examples of how the details of the child's adoption story helps adoptees accept and better 
develop their adoptive family. 
In cases of adoption, the retelling of the adoption story can both invite closeness 
and /or invoke separation from any member of the adoption triad depending on the needs 
of the adoptee. White and Epston (1990), narrative therapists, attributed recursive 
storytelling to a natural process that occurs in people’s lives. They believed that people 
“reauthor” their lives by entering stories and taking ownership of the stories (White & 
Epston, 1990, p.11). White and Epston also believed that people fill in the gaps of their 
stories that are seemingly missing. When framed through the lens of narrative therapy, 
we recognize how important the adoption story can be for the adoptee themselves. This 
story can offer adoptees a chance to reauthor their experiences and bring meaning to their 
lives and relationships. Thus, it is beneficial for adoptees to share their story in order to 
employ their sense of choice and power within the adoptive relationship.  
Freidman (2004) acknowledged the adopted child’s advantage to choose who they 
call family, particularly in adulthood. He compared this choice to the biological child 
who is expected to accept the traditions of parenthood and generational family ties. Of 




away family in estrangement or embrace non-relatives as family. By introducing the 
option to choose who the adoptee calls “family” amplifies the voice of the adoptee.  
Communication about adoption also offers opportunity for healing of self and any 
insecurities adoptees may harbor. Holden and Hass (2013) noted that adoption creates a 
division between a person’s biology and their biography. They infer the only way to heal 
the split of nature is with openness to communication (both directly and indirectly). This 
openness includes birthparents, extended family, culture and heritage. The literature on 
adoption mentions more openness extensively. Since the beginning of the adoption 
revolution authors have referred to openness as “telling.” In the literature, telling is 
known as adoptive parents telling the child about their adoption.  
The literature also noted controversial debates among theorists regarding 
parenting telling. For example, “telling early” was the predominant advice from 
professionals especially after WWII. More recently, “telling later” suggests sparing the 
adoptee from threat of identity crisis due to lack of ego strength before age six. Lifton 
(1979) followed Weider’s belief that telling later can impose a burden on children and 
they may spend a lot of time fantasizing about what their life could have been. However, 
more recently, researchers identified the need for mutual communication in the family 
system. Watkins and Fischer (1993) used the term mutual teaching to describe talking 
with young children about adoption. Although the idea that parents have an obligation to 
talk to their children is widely accepted, what is not discussed is the adoptee’s ability to 
teach adults about how they experience their adoption. The hope and aim of this research 
is for this newfound openness to become more commonplace as an adoption legacy that 




amplified the importance of telling by asserting that telling should be referred to as 
knowing because it is a crucial part of a child’s ability to feel good about knowing who 
they are. Grovetant and McRoy (1998) also suggested that higher self-esteem in adoption 
is related to communicative openness and knowing who you are. 
I believe the adoptive family must consider the importance of the adoptee voice 
regarding healthy integration into the family system. Giorgi’s (2009) approach to children 
in adoption amplified the benefits of the child’s journey toward wholeness. He stated that 
honesty, trust, and openness to all relationships, possibilities, as well as the giving and 
receiving of information is to the betterment of the child in the adoptive family. From 
Goldstein et al.’s (2002) perspective, the confounding identity is an interaction of 
collaboration. This interaction pulls from the contribution of shared and inferred 
knowledge. These authors described this interaction as a meeting of the minds. When 
family members agree to collaborate and understand one another, the relationship 
becomes beneficial to all members involved.  
Pre- and Post-Adoptive Services  
Research indicated that pre- and post-adoptive agency services, support groups, 
and psychotherapy are leading factors associated with the way adoptive families develop 
identity about adoption. Because most adoption professionals believe pre-adoption 
preparation is essential for post adoption success, Welsh, Viana, Petrill, and Mathias 
(2008) were surprised that participants in their study reported feeling no agency provided 
activities prepared them for post adoptive challenges. Youth with a history of foster care 
experiences felt much the same as the participants in the study. They reported feeling that 




and behavioral needs. They identified that open, honest, and clear family rules were key 
to building strong relationships. Children also stated the need for more comprehensive 
post-adoption services such as youth mentorship and state-sponsored benefits (Mariscal, 
Akin, Lieberman, & Washington, 2015). 
The ability to improve the power differential between the adoption triad 
(birthparents, adoptee, adoptive parent[s]) and the agency highlighted the importance of 
pre- and post-adoption services. Because of the uniqueness of the adoptive relationship, 
Grotevant and McRoy (1998) indicated agency workers need to be prepared to advise 
adoptive families as the adoptive kinship develops over time. This includes pre- and post-
placement services.  
Support Groups  
Establishing a sense of sameness within a community has been generally 
associated with ability to generate confounding familial ties. The literature also brought 
forth an examination of studies on the positive effects adoption support groups provide. 
Although not much had been empirically proven, the spotlight in support groups was 
based on the premise that people with similar life challenges can provide a safe 
environment for families to explore and examine complex emotions and issues. For 
example, Smith and Howard (1999) suggested the variety of group structures that address 
family needs, which were psychoeducational, counseling, interpersonal, problem solving, 
curriculum-driven, and therapeutic.  
Brodzinsky, Smith, and Brodzinsky (1998) suggested that lack of social and 
emotional support families receive from their communities influences their experiences 




them to believe that adoption is always welcomed with a sense of vulnerability. They 
indicated that educated parents who learned about adoption and have ties to supportive 
services were in a better position to handle the stresses accompanying adoption. 
Lancaster and Nelson (2012) also identified that families reaching out for communal 
support was an important effort toward strengthening the function of the family system. 
Hartman (1984) noted discussion groups as one of the safest and important interventions 
for families experiencing uncertainties and needing support. 
Psychotherapy  
Brodzinsky and Schechter (1990) noted that post-adoption services were 
unrecognized, including therapy, and attempted to normalize the adoption by ignoring the 
topic entirely. According to Foli and Thompson (2004), every family’s need for 
psychotherapy services will vary. Some will need ongoing therapy and other families 
may need therapy intermittently. In any case, Brodzinsky (2015) emphasized that the 
adoptee’s “self” and interpretations of experiences leading into the adoption would 
inevitably influence their behavior in the family system. He believed a critical assessment 
and open discussion about learning how the family handles the adoption and the rules 
they put in place could provide a platform to provide advice, support to emerging 
relationships, and resources toward fostering better adjustment in the family. 
Becvar and Becvar (2018) stated that as a discipline, MFT aims to better 
understand the ways and methods that families attempt to promote balance and stability 
within the family as a unit. They stated that communication described as “feedback” (p. 
20) occurs between all human systems in order to regulate the overall survival of the 




thus the system remains uninformed about its members’ ways of thinking and believing. 
Family therapists learn how to successfully help clients by paying attention to family 
interaction, communication patterns, identifying the rules and roles existent in the family 
dynamic (Becvar & Becvar, 2018). Becvar and Becvar suggested that because most 
families undergo communication (verbal, nonverbal) with lack of awareness, family 
therapy can strengthen family dynamic by helping members in the family negotiate and 
adjust to the inevitable changes that occur relationally throughout a lifespan.  
Becvar and Becvar (2018) also defined the concept of wholeness as it pertains to 
family therapists:  
In any relationship, the people involved are mutually responsive to one another. 
When looking at a family, one must see the organismic whole as well as the way 
every individual acts in relation to all the others. One must look at the 
organization of the system, or the structure, which emerges as a function of the 
interaction of the members of that system. (p. 27) 
The practice of family therapy elicits an interrelatedness that can alleviate individuals 
from reducing the dissatisfaction in their lives to personal failures. This means that family 
therapy can bridge the gap between adoptees and their adopted parents by highlighting 
relational ideas such as reciprocity and collaborative communication.  
Goodwach (2003) said that MFT provides the ideal environment for the adoptive 
child, adoptive adult, and/or family to have space to process. She asserted that the 
adoptive family faces different issues than those of the biological family. She stated that 
patterns of loss and secrecy occur when new families assimilate adoptees. Goodwach 




because the therapist can help individuals reexamine their expectations, focus on the 
meaning of the adoption, and help respect differences between family members that may 
arise. The therapist can also help the client view a dilemma differently, which is known 
as reframing, by validating each family member’s unique challenges and work with the 
whole family in order to create a therapeutic environment that processes themes of 
secrecy and loss.  
Lastly, Goodwach (2003) stated that asking each family member the meaning of 
adoption is the most common adoption intervention. She noted the telling of the adoption 
story as vastly beneficial in acknowledging the adoptees membership in the family, as 
well as make connections between each family member involved. Despite the importance 
of the adoptees voice, existing literature provided very few accounts of adoptees’ voices. 
The limited research of adoptees voices is an unmerited and violent message that the 
adoption phenomenon continues to value only the opinions of persons in power. 
Goodwach stated “when adoption themes are ignored, therapists inadvertently collude 
with the powerful and destructive unspoken message that adoption means nothing” (p. 
69). Thus, in many cases the therapist’s responsibility becomes importunate and vital 
toward the adoptive family’s survival. 
MFT with the Adopted Family 
Regarding psychotherapeutic methods, Hartman (1984) suggested therapeutic 
methods such as family sculpture, genogram, creation of life books, and systemic family 
interviewing. In therapy, systemic family interviewing focuses on the interpersonal 
relationships and events that exist as well as shared meaning between family members. 




child’s language and the family’s language. Hartman believed that most families are not 
aware that their discourse is a private system, and for the adoptee to enter this system, the 
family must engage together in a formal setting such as therapy or support groups. 
Reitz and Watson (1992) agreed with Hartman (1984) by stating that the most 
popular adoption focused intervention is therapy in order to discuss the meaning of 
adoption for all family members. She added that therapy should be psychoeducational by 
providing age-appropriate information and offering methods to aid communication in 
family members. Most importantly, they distinguished that the therapist has a 
responsibility to make connections regarding family members concerns and normalize all 
perspectives addressed. In addition, she asserted that discussing topics in therapy should 
first allow the adoptee to vent and ask questions and then allow other family members to 
discuss their emotions, consequences, and concerns. This is based on the high levels of 
distrust and emotional suppression that adoptees may have experienced in the past.  
The therapist should make clear to the adoptive family that adoption is an ongoing 
life-long process (Hartman, 1984). The therapists should model and facilitate all 
members learning how to effectively talk to one another in the session (Reitz & Watson, 
1992). Brodzinsky (2011) described modeling as the therapist’s ability to normalize the 
adoptee’s curiosity, questions, and feelings about their adoptions in a non-judgmental 
way. This process of normalizing and celebrating family diversity or difference reduces 
the adoptee’s feelings of isolation in the process of adoption. According to Hartman 
(1984), a therapist can model clarification of the meaning of confounding family identity 
and amplification of the adoptees voice and facilitate the process for each family member 




meaning of past and present experiences, which should enhance collective understanding 
between family members. 
Much of the research indicated that therapeutic tools are paramount to therapeutic 
success with the family. In therapy, Hartman (1984) suggested the use of an ecomap; a 
drawing that dynamically maps the ecological system that captures the family and their 
situation. The therapist then has a clearer picture of resources needed and challenges that 
attribute as stress and resources into the family system.  
Smith and Howard (1999) outlined the most relevant interventions in providing 
services to the family as: adoption stories, life books, rituals, guidebooks, and support 
groups. Reading family story books has become universally famous in the adoption 
process to introduce themes in adoption to children in an age appropriate, playful manner. 
In recognizing the benefits, experts employed the “adoptive family story” into their 
professional suggestion because it has always been a concern about what, where, when, 
and how adopted parents tell their child about adoption. According to Brodzinsky and 
Schechter (1990) 
family stories are shared narratives that encapsulate and transmit values and 
prescriptions for living, shaping and ordering the family’s history. The family 
story explains and recreates its origin and its identity, its proclamation of ‘this is 
who we are, this is how we got here, this is what it means to be part of this 
family.’ (p. 231) 
In creating a family story, all experts agree that it gives the adoptee a chance to 




allowing for readjustment and change in the family system itself (Brodzinsky & 
Schechter, 1990). 
Keefer and Schooler (2000) believed life books help re-create a child’s life history 
because it addresses each child’s unique, individual response to separation of birth family 
and incorporates common themes between past, present, and future. Life books allow 
children to construct their own adoption story rather than simply accepting what they 
have been told or what they perceive. These stories not only provide facts but also help 
with transitions in the child’s life. Smith and Howard (1999) suggested that parents 
should always consider age and development and the child’s desire to receive information 
before discussion. They indicated that life books are helpful for the family and the 
communities that are interested in ritual-building practices.  
Social Discourse  
According to Gergen (2015), we use social discourse to deconstruct the ordinary 
realms of daily life both historically and culturally. When we view Gergen’s concepts 
through the adoption lens, it is important to remember that many stereotypes, myths, and 
social constructs have affected the way we view the phenomenon itself. Modell (2002) 
implied that the internet has played a major role in reflections of cultural assumption 
regarding what a “real” family is. Pertman (2011) added that many of the stories and 
dialogue surrounding adoption will never be universally agreeable but suggested that we 
embrace societal discourse and its efforts toward normalization of new forms of family 
life into a more culturally acceptable society for the family as a whole. In adoption, 
acceptance that our cultural realties vary, and that each family has a distinctive way of 




As noted earlier, adults involved in adoption have dominated the adoption 
narrative throughout the literature. Brodzinsky (2015) argued that researchers need to 
enter the “inner world” of adoptees by listening to their needs, resentments, joys, and 
hopes. He emphasized the benefits of listening to the personal stories of adoptees to 
better appreciate how discourses affect the adoption process. 
Social Constructionism  
Social constructionism should be considered whenever contemplating adoption 
because the meaning individuals and society attach to systemic processes and the rest of 
the world generally effects firsthand experiences of adoptees. In adoption dialogue and 
practices a person’s perspective can be attached to both subjective and objective realities. 
This will inevitably contribute to choices every person involved in the adoption system 
attach to their willingness to contribute to family cohesiveness (Johnson & Grant, 2005). 
Gergen (2015), a leading post-modernist of the social constructionist school of 
thought, believed language is the central vehicle that allows us to negotiate what reality 
looks like. We share assumptions through language, and they allow for an ongoing 
relationship with required shared ontology, which the study of how language allows us to 
live in agreement with one another. We coordinate talk and actions within various 
contexts and establish the right way to do things. If we understand ideas about adoption 
confounding family identity through the lens of Gergen, one might say that rejecting the 
adoptee’s voice in the adoption dialogue suggests disapproval of the adoptee’s 
perspectives from society. 
Gergen (2015) also believed family processes are fluid. He suggested that the 




relationship, there are multiple traditions coming into contact, creating new forms of 
expression. Gergen believed among traditions realities shift. Therefore, the adoptee, 
biological parents, and adoptive parents all have different realities and values central to 
their lives (p. 53). 
Reauthoring helps people create stories about themselves that honor their values 
and skills. Co-founding a new story with people allows constructionists to interpret and 
re- interpret our world (Gergen, 2015). For example, hearing the voices of adoptees in 
The Caribbean (often silenced) might present new opportunities to reauthor and re-
interpret the adoptees experience. Gergen (2015) stated “Constructionism invites a 
certain humility about one’s assumptions and ways of life, fosters curiosity about others’ 
perspectives and values, and opens the way to replacing the contentious battles over who 
is right with the mutual probing for possibilities” (p. 27). In other words, there is value in 
emphasizing the experiences and perspectives of all triad members in adoptive families, 
while also highlighting adoptees perspectives.  
Adoptee Stories 
Although the importance of hearing adoptee voices is underrepresented in the 
literature, few persons have acknowledged the need to expand on adoptee perspectives. 
Brodzinsky (2015) added that researchers need to enter adoptee’s worlds by listening to 
their needs, resentments, joys, and hopes. There were a few accounts of adoptee’s voices 
in the existing literature that demonstrate adoptee opinions. Benoit, Harf, Sarmiento, 
Skandrani and Moro (2018) conducted a rare study that asked 19 French adoptees 
between the ages of 8 and 18 to explore their feelings about their international adoptions 




narratives. Each participant expounded upon talks with their adoptive family and this 
gave them a chance to express their identities, interests, desires, curiosities and fears. The 
findings of the study showed that adoptees felt the need to know more about their history. 
Also, adoptees indicated that, although adopted parents support was helpful, they favored 
independent ways of learning and connecting to their histories. The authors noted the 
adoptees dialogue was vital in order to encompass the multitude of perceptional, 
subjective points of view in each adoptee’s life. 
Challenges in Confounding Family Identity 
Perception  
Previous studies on talking in adoption have inconsistent findings. A majority of 
the prior research focused on the challenges adoptive parents faced with approaches to 
communication (Watkins & Fisher, 1993). There was an accepted assumption that too 
much communication over emphasizes differences in the family; too little 
communication, or avoidance in communication altogether, increased the risks for family 
system dysfunction. In either case, personal perceptions were a significant factor toward 
challenges confounding family identity. Sadly, none of these perceptions belonged to the 
adoptee. Nonetheless, Melina and Roszia (1993) believed that adoptive parents often 
want to feel in control of the information regarding their adoptions. However, they did 
not consider this practical as discussion of adoption should take place when it is 
appropriate for all parties involved. Lifton (1979) said historically allowing adoptees to 
have a voice leaves adoptive parents with perceivably less power and control in their 




unforgivable, damaging effects and is neglectful to parental responsibility of “helping the 
child master the truth about his reality” (p. 201). 
Gould and Martindale (2007) believed that perception interrupts parents’ ability to 
understand what children want to know. Parent-child interaction is particularly complex 
because as children become adept to forming reasoning skills, they themselves may not 
be clear on their questions or on the answers they receive. Socially and developmentally, 
different children use different language. Narrative therapists Marsten, Epston, and 
Markham (2016) believed that by engaging children’s imagination finding resourceful, 
innovative, and creative methods broadens the ability to confound identity with children 
of differing cultures, demographics, ethnicities and even children within the same 
families etc. Narrative therapists agree that attempting to apply one method to all children 
will undoubtedly fail. Melina’s (1998) position stands—each family requires different 
language for different relationships. 
Lack of Information Regarding Histories 
Since adoption has existed, the practice of adoption has determined that family 
health history and information should not be shared with adoptive parents without birth 
parent’s consent. As a result, adoptive parents were missing important information that 
inhibited the quality of life their children would have following their adoption. Hill and 
Edwards (2009) performed a study in which adoptive parents agreed that lack of 
information would have put the adoptive family at higher risk for detection of adoption 
dissolution. These adopted parents recognized that lack of information affected their 




Overall, within international adoptions, there is a tendency to discuss the lack of 
information following adoption (Melina & Roszia, 1993; Muller & Perry, 2001). A study 
conducted by Smit (2010) showed that a very limited number of international adopted 
families from Ethiopia had medical history about their child. In this study, 107 adoptive 
parents identified (a) not knowing whether their child was healthy today and (b) whether 
they would be healthy tomorrow as the two main themes that increased their insecurities 
in the adoption process. The study’s goal was to identify the main experiences of 
international adoptive families that they presented as challenges toward not feeling 
supported on their journey in adoption. Because there were so many unanswered 
questions, parents had high anxieties related to their lack of ability to answer questions 
about medical history. Lifton (1994) added that the influx of immigrant, intercountry, and 
interracial adoptees attributed to the issue of lack of information in these adoptions 
themselves. Often in these situations, people were removed completely from generations 
of past family or cultures, and do not know how to address the complexities accompanied 
with not knowing (Lifton, 1994). 
Grovetant and McRoy (1998) highlighted the importance of the adoption agency 
role in openness regardless of lack of information. They conducted a quantitative 
nationwide study of 190 adoptive families to examine the effect of variations of openness 
in adoption. The study included adopted children, adoptive parents, and children’s 
birthparents from various ethnicities, races, and ages. They pointed out that, because of 





(a) quality of the relationship between the adoptive parents and their child; (b) 
fears and unwelcome fantasies the child might have; (c) the child’s understanding 
of adoption in general; (d) the child’s self- esteem and emerging sense if identity; 
and (e) the child’s socioemotional adjustment. (p. 84) 
Grotevant, Miller, Wrobel, and McRoy (2008) found evidence that paralleled that 
of Grotevant and McRoy (1998), which was that exploring children’s feelings of 
connectedness with their adoptive families encourages the confounding relationship. It is 
important to normalize and validate the adoptees patterns, questions, and emotions 
surrounding the adoption whether they have information about their histories or not. In 
this study, researchers interviewed 177 adoptive parents and adolescents in Minnesota 
and Texas about their post-adoption communication. The results indicated that adoptive 
families with more open communication arrangements had higher levels of satisfaction 
about their adoption situation. Adopted adolescents reported more positive feelings and 
higher levels of respect about their adopted parents.  
Split of Loyalty between Adopted Parents and Biological Parents 
One of the major challenges in communication documented by Lifton (1994) was 
the split loyalties that adoptees feel between their biological parents and their adoptive 
parents. Even children or victims of abuse and neglect became defensive and loyal to 
their perpetrators (Lifton,1994). 
Pertman’s (2011) views regarding adoptees’ desires to know about the past 
aligned with many other theorists’ suggestions. He believed that although most adoptees 




searching until mid- to late-adulthood. Pertman believed adoptees’ ambiguity and 
reluctance to connect with birth parents is due to their loyalty to their adoptive parents. 
In relating to lack of social knowledge, Watkins and Fischer (1993) agreed that 
young children often make incorrect assumptions and interpretations about adoption. For 
instance, some older children have learned to mistrust people from backgrounds other 
than their own. In such cases, creating an affirming environment that challenges these 
misconceptions is paramount to redevelopment of their ability to connect to people in 
differing relational constructs (biological and/or adopted parents) (Steinberg & Hall, 
2000). 
Difficult Histories  
Melina and Roszia (1993) accepted that children begin to imagine that events 
happen out of their reach, control, and immediate environment by the age of 4. Melina 
and Roszia believed that issues often considered to be difficult to discuss such as 
abortion, drug use, birth parent criminal record, and family incest history should still be 
discussed with the child no matter how difficult the topic may be despite the potential for 
these topics to cause temporary crisis. However pervasive and challenging this may seem, 
providing the child with social factors that may have contributed to these circumstances 
should allow for contextual understanding. 
Brodzinsky (2011) identified discussing adoption with children to provide 
developmental framework and promote psychological adjustment in children. He stated 
that divulging adoption information should be an ongoing process in which dialogue, not 
talking at children, should be engaged. Validating and normalizing a child’s curiosity and 




parent and child. One very important challenge that Brodzinsky (2011) identified for 
parents is their ability to be aware of their own feelings and values about birth parent 
history. He said that parents often overlook this only to realize the child’s history 
challenges their own values and morals. Parents should find ways to work through their 
individual conflicted feelings in order to discuss children’s origins supportively rather 
than negatively. 
Brodzinsky (2015) believed facts are important to adopted children as they sort 
out their identity primarily because all adopted children have experienced some level of 
separation. Whether this separation was forced later in childhood or happened from birth 
they remain separated from their families of origin and thus they may not feel “free” to 
attach to new families, may fear reenactment of separation, may possess a lack of trust, or 
may be fearful that due to limited information about their history they may date relatives 
(Brodzinsky, 2015). 
Secrecy 
Throughout the literature, I observed the effect of keeping secrets in the family 
unit as destructive to family relationships. Joyce Maguire Pavao (2005), an adoption 
expert, believed that people who have secrets about them believe there is something 
wrong with them. Keefer and Schooler (2000) stated that kinship adoptions are more 
likely than non-kinship adoptions to keep the fact of adoption secret. This is so because 
families attempt to protect one another from painful and disgraceful scenarios. Experts 
Brodzinsky and Schechter (1990) noted that secrecy, anonymity, and closed family 
systems cause underlining psychological problems in both adoptive and non-adoptive 




ability to distort reality, undermine trust and intimacy, destroy authenticity, employ fear 
and shame, and divide family members. They stated that adult adoptees who mistakenly 
learn the truth of their adoption acknowledge that it was the “secrecy” that brought about 
the most pain. As a result, many redefined their present relationships and felt emotionally 
imbalanced. Lifton (1994) agreed that the nature of secrets brings psychological 
challenges for a child who attempts to figure out who they are. The examples provide 
testament that many experts believe secrets have negative effects of the family’s ability to 
be cohesive. Society’s move toward more openness has not solved the level of 
ambivalence and sources of shame that accompany family secrets. We have only begun 
to scratch the surface of the importance of revealing secrets to the benefit of 
strengthening our family. 
Age at Adoption  
Researchers identified significant factors in adoptees with a history of prolonged 
institutionalization and older age placement. As stated earlier, 35% of children adopted in 
2017 spent up to a year in institutions (UNICEF, 2017). Harwood and Feng (2013) noted 
that the age at adoption was most indicative of challenges the child would face. The older 
the child was at adoption the less positive the child-parent mediation was in terms of 
effecting poor school performance and mental health services.  
Dellor and Friesthler (2008) found that older age kinship adoptions were the most 
common type of placement for dissolution of adoptions. Children’s gender, history of 
physical abuse, and number of foster care placements were major contributors to family 
dissolution. Wijedasa and Selwyn (2017) supported the notion that age was the most 




post-order adoption disruption. In this study they analyzed national datasets from two 
longitudinal studies of 12 years in England and 11 years in Wales. When considering 
post-order disruption and children’s age at placement, they concluded that an adoption is 
more stable when placement of children occurs before age 4 or after age 11. Their study 
indicated that children placed between the ages of 11 and 16 years old were at decreased 
risk for adoption disruption because they were most likely involved in the adoption 
decision making process. Overall, their results concluded that adoption is successful for 
most children. This was because of the 36,749 adoptions evaluated, only 3.2% for 
England and Wales resulted in adoption dissolution.  
Waid and Alewine (2018) studied the characteristics of families and their reason 
for seeking post-adoption support. In one year, 238 families and 257 adopted children 
sought out phone-based post-adoption support. Adopted parents had primarily adopted 
children internationally or from U.S. child welfare systems. The results showed that the 
timing of caregivers seeking help was around the age of 12 and the average adopted age 
of the child was 3. Help seeking at this age indicated that age 12 may be a particularly 
vulnerable time for adoptive families in areas of behavioral difficulties and emotional-
behavioral difficulties. Caregivers also reported mental health difficulties of their own 
such as grief, loss, and isolation, which researchers believe was a result of unrealistic 
post-adoption expectations. The findings reinforced the need for more support of the 
child-parent relationships, especially those adopted in infancy. Results also lean toward 





Prolonged institutionalization was the second factor associated with disruption to 
the adoptive relationship. Wilbarger, Gunnar, Schneider, and Pollak (2010) noted that 
parents of children who experienced prolonged institutionalization (longer than 18 
months) report disruptions in sensory processing such as eating problems, self-injury, and 
body rocking. Pitula, Thomas, Armstrong, Essex, Crick, and Gunnar’s (2014) study 
examined peer relationships, peer aggression, victimization, and rejection in post-
institutionalized youth. They compared youth adopted as infants versus youth raised in 
their families of origin. They found that institutionalized youth were less prosocial, 
namely that they make fewer efforts to share, ask for help, and include peers in activities 
and thus have a harder time initiating friendship. They concluded that the results did not 
make clear predictions about whether institutionalization elevated peer aggression. 
However, they did project that victimization and rejection from prolonged 
institutionalization impacted the practice of maladaptive behaviors, particularly in boys. 
Despite the above-mentioned deficits, Isomaki (2002) stated more recently agencies 
allow for post-placement services to commence immediately after placement.  
Overall, Smith and Howard (1999) acknowledged the dramatic shift in the 
adoption paradigm but expressed concern about the lack of change in services for 
families. They believed it takes years for the adoptive family to develop a balanced 
parent-child relationship. They also expressed concern regarding post-adoption and 
intervention services slow relational development and were surprised that despite this 




programs do not integrate adoption topics into their curriculum and thus much more 
research is necessary to understand these experiences in adoption. 
Inadequate Social Services Support 
Inadequate socials services can be the cause of adoption disruption if they fail to 
provide the family with support for needs of the children placed. If the foster or adoptive 
parents fail to receive the information needed to care for children or provide special 
health or mental support, they are put at a disadvantage or disservice. Overload of case 
load is the primary culprit of inadequate services by case workers (Schwartz, 2006). 
Appropriate training is the second risk factor associated with a parent’s belief that they 
were assigned to a case worker that lacks professional qualities (Schwartz, 2006). 
The importance of agency and non-agency supportive resources, their 
contribution to stability, and the results suggested that long-term support can predict 
family outcomes. This means that pre-adoptive services play a vital role in successful 
adoptive outcomes. Encouraging ongoing longevity and support links outside the 
adoption agency addressed adoptive family needs to connect to their community (Kramer 
& Houston, 2008). 
As the needs of internationally adopted children have become more obvious, 
Kramer and Houston (2008) recognized that treatment decisions based on no scientific 
evidence at all, but rather the adoptive parents’ and professionals’ grasp of educational, 
mental health, and social services supports. For researchers, this means that the lack of 
empirically based programs to address complex challenges correlates to care providers 




Many social workers have adopted a relatively new concept which requires triad 
members to participate in aspects of plans for the child’s placement. After observing the 
traditional method of social workers’ efforts to place children, the social work field has 
renewed their practices toward consideration of the family system rather than the 
individual child (Solnit et al., 1992). 
In response to the trend to a more open process of adoption, a study by 
MacDonald and McSherry (2011) revealed that there is a need for a solution to facilitate 
adoptees voices within the adoption triad. In these cases, the child welfare worker should 
not just include professional skills, but also the discriminatory ability to adapt and re-
adapt the agency’s program to match the individual needs of children. No doubt, this 
requires high levels of awareness on the workers behalf. Meanwhile, balancing the needs 
of both the child and the family simultaneously, accounting for the child’s emotional 
bonds to others must be considered. Here we see the significance of the child-social 
worker relationship (Solinit et al., 1992). 
All of the above-mentioned responsibilities, coupled with the acknowledgement 
that there are barely enough social workers to meet the individual needs that every child 
brings, makes those in the system question where responsibility for the child’s wellbeing 
lies (Solnit et al., 1992). 
The West Indian Family System 
West Indians are referred to as natives of the British West Indies because more 
than 7,000 years ago Arawak and Carib Indians entered many Caribbean regions 
including The Bahamas (Williams, 2016). Europeans like Columbus from Spain arrived 




led to its establishment in 1646 (Halberstein, 1980). We use the term West Indian and 
Caribbean people interchangeably despite the symbolic and practical discourse that 
accompanies both terms. For example, themes such as slavery, particularly within the 
West Indian black society, were dominant and Henriques (1949) stated that oral traditions 
such as the telling of family stories were the only methods for families and slaves to 
survive.  
Not allowed to form legal, marital unions, many Bahamians were born into the 
system of slavery, which fostered rather transient and precarious roots (Craton & 
Saunders, 1998). This impermanence of the patterns in family life created a division 
between marriage and family life for Caribbean people. Emancipation of slavery from 
British colonies happened in 1834 in The Bahamas. This marked a turning of freedom for 
many slaves (Craton & Saunders, 1998). Still, it cannot be stressed enough that freedom 
from the British did not reassert those emancipated persons with financial gains, 
economic stability, reunification with broken family ties, and new ways of creating and 
sustaining family. Nearly 186 years have passed and still emancipation is a long, slow 
process that continues to shape and reshape the experiences and ties black people have 
with family today (worldwide). In my case, my kin generations have passed down their 
stories to me. One of my family’s favorite stories is that of my Great Grandpa Timmy.  
Despite the repetitive nature of the story, we uninterruptedly listen to my daddy 
tell tales of Grandpa Timmy time and time again, as if it were the first time. Sutton 
(2002) appraised Caribbean family members’ victorious use of language regarding family 
descriptions and narratives. These boastful recollections of family stories demonstrate the 




binding factor in the West Indian slave family and years later it continues to strengthen 
generational bonds today.  
Henriques (1949) said that unlike the European tendency to favor the husband-
wife relationship, the Caribbean and African family system favors blood relationships of 
biological kin. Henriques stated that the typical family in Jamaica is domestically bound, 
living together where the mother is typically the caretaker of children and the household. 
The expectation of the father was to financially support the household. Today the effects 
of gender roles throughout the Caribbean household are the main contributory factors to 
hierarchy in society between men and women (Saunders, 1990). The lower class of 
family life exhibits a strong sense of kin.  
Henriques said that in the mid-1900s it was common to find adopted children, 
relatives, or even persons with no blood ties living with immediate family members. For 
example, a study conducted in Bimini Bahamas (one of the outer family islands) reported 
that the nuclear family containing marital and consensual couples with or without 
children represented 37% of the population in 1978. Single parents with children, single 
persons, and individuals without family represented 39.1% and the “expanded” 
household with relatives (Halberstein, 1980, p. 486), nonrelatives, children and spouses 
represented 23.9 % of the population. This small sample of statistics are in no way 
indicative of The Bahamas’ most current household structures, but it shows that even the 
less populated islands in The Bahamas were privy to the effects of social cultural norms. 
On the other hand, divorce and separation were repudiated themes in The 
Caribbean. Divorce and separation were highly uncommon in The Caribbean because 




1968). A recent survey in 2013 in New Providence, The Bahamas (Nassau) reported that 
72.5% of married persons had divorced or separated. In Grand Bahama (Freeport) 8.9% 
of the population of married persons had divorced or separated. In 2016, the Vital 
Statistics Provisional report in The Bahamas reported 3,950 marriages total on 21 of the 
700 Bahama islands, with 2,614 of those marriages in Nassau. In 2010, 2,826 single 
women had live births and 1,994 women that were married had live births (The Bahamas 
Department of Statistics, 2013). It is not clear whether these persons were all legally 
married or cohabiting.  
Nonetheless, these statistics demonstrated that the inhabitants in the Bahama 
islands have adapted more organizing principles of social behavior regarding family 
models. In other words, the divorce/separation rates in The Bahamas reflect Bahamians 
identification of a modern familial standards that can sustain levels of fragmentation yet 
still operate and generate strength between family members. Much of the literature on the 
history of the African American family parallels that of the Caribbean family. 
Chamberlain (2004) stated the black––other ethnic group is like Caribbean––born people 
in that they maintained their sense of companionship, network support, and cultural 
hierarchal respect for elders. 
Family Life in the Bahamas and in the Caribbean 
Undoubtedly, many U.S. conceptual lenses have been used to view and magnify 
the adoption phenomenon. Regrettably, germane literature regarding the effects of 
adoption in the Bahamas was meager and poorly accessible. Inaccessibility and lack of 
historical sources regarding Bahamian adoption emphasized and reinforced the silence 




Historically, perhaps, adoption was poorly documented in The Bahamas because 
culturally, the Bahamian family, like many West Indian families, had unique ways of 
creating and sustaining a family (Saunders, 1990). Historically, disjoined social problems 
such as race and class that many other issues impacted the Bahamian society, but did not 
surface until centuries later (Saunders, 1990). For example, the language used throughout 
the Saunders (1990) book was reflective of language used at the time. Saunders referred 
to whites, blacks, and the colored (freed slaves of European and African decent) 
community throughout her historical account. Leading up to the 20th century, Saunders 
stated all racial groups sustained considerable prejudices and class divides even between 
groups and within their own communities. Difference in race had such segregating 
consequences that skin color impacted the day to day experiences of “education, housing, 
occupation, social intercourse, marriage, and social groups” (Saunders, 1990, p. 2).  
The Caribbean nations historically document race, class, and poverty 
(Chamberlain, 2004; Schlesinger, 1968; Smith, 1963). Chamberlain (2004) stated that 
black and white Caribbean people characterized and identified the family system 
differently. For example, the black family unit had a more complex generational descent 
system that made concepts such as “step” and “half” (p. 81) kin nonexistent. Instead kin 
in the West Indian black family was considered “full” (p. 82) kin whether they were 
siblings, step-siblings, close family friends, uncles, aunts, cousins, step-parents, and so 
on.   
Chamberlain (2004) also implied that West Indian families show specific family 
discourses, which include the nuclear family that is solidified in the legitimacy of the 




bonds, and the symbolic family that models and endorses appropriate family boundaries 
for living. Chamberlain asserted that each of these discourses interconnect and exist 
wholesomely to create an overall family identity. In this way, one can see the importance 
of the closeness and sense of togetherness of the Caribbean family dynamic. 
Over two decades ago, Anderson (1986) stated that Caribbean family kinship 
networks consisted of themes of obligation. She used the term “family duty” (p. 13) to 
describe the role women (mothers, grandmothers, and aunts) had in the family system. 
The literature provided considerable emphasis on the high cultural values women placed 
on child- bearing and mothering their kin. Dually noted, support from kin networks was 
all-encompassing, but the mother-child relationship was emphasized. 
Still, from a therapeutic standpoint, theoretical problems arise while reviewing 
literature contained about Caribbean kinship and family life. Most studies focused on 
black Caribbean’s of lower-class status, which may result in misleading or inaccurate 
accounts of recollection of family structure in The Caribbean overall. Most importantly, 
from a family therapist perspective the overall reluctancy of Caribbean peoples receiving 
psychotherapy has left a gaping gap in the research field toward learning firsthand how 
the research can best serve The Caribbean population.  
A unique study by highlighted hierarchal aspects of relationships in Trinidad and 
Tobago and their reluctance to seek help outside of the family. Respect for parents and 
elders is non-negotiable; the family and need for children to have a societal and familial 
commitment to taking care of those who cared for them suppress any individual 
aspirations. Anderson noticed that characteristics of family expectations in Trinidad and 




carried the responsibility to solve one’s problems. Anderson appraised a multisystem 
approach to working with West Indian and Caribbean families because utilizing different 
approaches with the unique family systems (extended family, church family, kinship, 
etc.) can broaden the therapist’s interventions while allowing them to respect cultural 
boundaries and norms.  
Bowen’s (1971) family therapy and Minuchin’s (1974) structural family therapy 
approach also proved helpful within therapy with Trinidadian and Toboggan families. 
Utilizing Bowen’s concept of “the coach” (p. 41), a therapist was able to use the eldest 
male child in the family to model emotionally maturity to other family members. There 
was reluctance of many family members to retain psychotherapeutic services therapy due 
to stigma particularly in West Indian cultures, coaching was an appropriate and 
successful intervention (Bowen 1971, as cited by Anderson). Secondly, Minuchin’s 
structural family therapy model was also helpful with the Trinidad and Tobago family 
because it helped the family identify the invisible rules and boundaries that govern most 
family systems. (Minuchin, 1974 as cited by Anderson, 1997, p. 42). This model 
highlights hierarchy and generational divisions which as noted earlier is highly prevalent 
in The Caribbean family (Saunders, 1990). 
Women in the Bahamas and throughout The Caribbean 
Despite the prevailing racial and class divides, Saunders (1990) noted that women 
played a critical role in the Bahamian family and community in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries. Typically, the expectation is that between the ages of 15 and 21, women 
marry, become housewives, and have many children. Saunders also stated that at this 




woman had an affair and a child outside of a marriage, she endured shame and 
banishment from her community. When born outside of a marriage, children are 
“illegitimate” (p. 24).  
In 2013, the Vital Statistics Provisional Board for The Bahamas reported that 441 
adolescents (ages 15-19) had children out of wedlock. Nine children in that age group 
had babies born in wedlock. Young women ages 20 to 24 had 883 babies born out of 
wedlock and 164 born in wedlock. Among the black Nassuvians (people living in 
Nassau), illegitimate children were more common because men separating from the 
marriage and bearing children outside of marriage had little to no legal or moral societal 
obligation. In the 20th century, men and women lived in “consensual unions” (long-term, 
nonmarital households) (p. 48) and raised children from previous marriages together, but 
the matriarchal family was very common. The Bahamas 2013 household expenditure 
survey reports that in New Providence (Nassau) 70.1% of the population report being 
married. In Grand Bahamas (Freeport) 14.3% are married, and 15.7% are married in the 
family islands (outer islands).    
Historically, a woman’s role in family life is stigmatized versus a man’s role. For 
example, women with illegitimate children have difficulty finding a husband, and men 
are expected to have affairs once married, which often results in children outside of the 
marriage. When a woman with an illegitimate child gets married, a close female relative 
or her mother raise her “outside child” (Schlesinger, 1968, p. 149). These outside 
children are not assimilated into the new union and established as a family. The double 




households. Most Caribbean gender studies reveal women as the heads of the households 
(Safa, 1986).  
In Caribbean households with men and women, women tend to dominate decision 
making, but conform to social discourse of portraying male dominance to persons outside 
of the family (Safa, 1986, p. 10). In a recent ethnographic study, Brodzinsky (1993) 
highlighted the importance of Bahamian women’s role as a mother. In this study 
Bahamian women identified themselves as disciplinarians, caregivers, teachers, and main 
financial providers in their households. Almost all existing literature on women in The 
Caribbean accentuates the hardiness of the mother-child relationship (Smith, 1963). 
Regardless of the woman’s role, Smith (1963) believed that co-living, neighborhood, kin, 
and external family ties were most influential to the family system. The Brodzinsky study 
also demonstrated the importance of community and extended family ties toward child 
rearing practices.  
In The Caribbean, Chamberlain (2004) stated that in The Caribbean, migration 
solidified practices of “child shifting” (p. 83). Child shifting typically placed 
grandparents or aunts as temporary or permanent caregivers for a child. Thus, the 
constitution of family in The Caribbean provided a cultural template for specific beliefs, 
values, morals, expectations, and behaviors. In The Bahamas raising, disciplining, and 
monitoring children is a community effort, which in turn made mothers feel their child’s 
well-being was safe-guarded (Brodzinsky, 1993). The informality of familial support 
toward helping raise children is undoubtedly an important asset to mothers in The 




In a Jamaican study regarding family and child health, Gibbison and Paul (2006) 
found that women were also head of their households. Women were between the ages of 
27 and 42 and from Kingston, Jamaica. These women sustained strong kinship 
relationships to other women in the society that adopted and fostered relinquished 
children. Researchers also found Jamaican women characterized themselves as prevalent 
providers in childcare practices. Jamaican women in the study also identified the position 
of women as economic providers for children as a cultural norm and expectation. Several 
researchers found that fostered, adopted, or children cared for by external family or 
friends in The Caribbean is common practice (Gibbison & Paul, 2006).  
Gibbison and Paul (2006) referred to child shifting in Jamaica as informal child 
fostering. They take a rather pessimistic stance regarding the fact kinship ties and the 
economic benefits to a household motivate child shifting in Jamaica. Pertman (2011) 
stated that motives for adopting a child are more complex and often include sociocultural 
and economic issues. For example, a working mother may ask external family to care for 
the child while she provides financial security to the child in order to improve the quality 
of the child’s life later. Overall, trying to suggest one, all-inclusive concept of adoption or 
fostering a child is evasive. 
Herskovits (1937) described a practice in which children in Haiti from poor 
families were gifted to friends that had higher financial status. Gifting a child this way 
was a symbol of friendship. In a Jamaican study, Clarke (1957) stated that “schooling-
out” (p. 177) occurs when a child is given to strangers with higher financial status as a 
business transaction. The expectations of the child include doing chores, running errands, 




studies are over five decades old, but still demonstrate the need for specific focus on 
individualistic cultural factors to consider when attempts to better understand adoption, 
fostering, and childrearing practices occur. In context, choices and behavior of Caribbean 
adopters and those that give up a child for adoption can be understood.  
There was no readily available data on parental motives for fostering or giving up 
a child in The Bahamas; therefore, we have no foundation on which to place the cognitive 
constructs of persons that adopt, foster or care for children. Better data publication needs 
to take place in order to explore and create therapeutic interventions simulated 
specifically for families in The Bahamas.  
Similarities between the African American and West Indian Family Dynamic 
It is important to note the similarities between the African American and West 
Indian family systems in order to demonstrate the global impact adoption may have had 
on families in a broader sense. Because migration into the United States was and is 
prevalent for many Caribbean families establishing the connection between the West 
Indian and African American family dynamics is valid (Jokhan, 2008). Through the 
examination of the adoption literature on minority groups, Madison and Schapiro (1973) 
revealed that blacks, Puerto Ricans, American Indians, Orientals, Latin Americans, 
Vietnamese, and mixed children represent the largest researched minority populations in 
existing research in the United States.  
Historically, issues most extensively covered were black children’s ineligibility 
for adoption and thus long-term foster and institutionalized placement studies have been 
central to research on blacks. Aldridge (1974) asserted that the issue is not black 




instead that adoption agencies need to find more effective ways to connect to black 
families. She continued by saying that even recruitment needs to cater to black adoptive 
parents by communicating with informal social networks such as churches and 
community organizations.  
Currently in Jamaica adoption laws prohibit persons from advertising their wishes 
to relinquish their child for adoption. It is also illegal for persons not on the adoption 
board to facilitate and advocate for adoption (The Adoption of Children Act section 21. 
Section A) B) 2). This means that even medically, a doctor approached by a patient 
regarding their options post-pregnancy cannot openly discuss or advocate for adoption as 
a reasonable option. This law recapitulates and misplaces advocation of adoption as a 
viable, first choice. Instead the message to Jamaicans may be that in order to procure a 
safe, informal, permanent or temporary adoptive home for your child, you must be 
secretive about such an action. This is just one example of the ways that social discourse 
can shape the psychological membrane of a society regarding what is normal, and 
abnormal.  
Madison and Schapiro (1973) noted that black adoption in the U.S. is rooted in 
the stigma that both white and Black families discouraged transracial adoption 
historically and leading up to early 20th century. They believed that the discouragement 
to adopt black children led to lower rates of black children finding suitable homes. Black 
social workers and black child welfare administrators openly stated that black children 
should never be placed with non-black families because their sense of self is rooted in 
connection to psychological and cultural roots. The suggestion that black children belong 




place them with non-relatives. Often a mother hands over her child to the care of close 
family support networks preferentially regardless of whether the newly appointed 
caregivers are morally, financially, or circumstantially ready or interested in parenting. 
Madison and Schapiro said that the psychology behind this is that black people and 
people of color prefer their children raised with others as close to their backgrounds as 
possible.  
Agency Practices in African American and West Indian Cultures 
Madison and Schapiro (1973) stated that adoption of black children revealed such 
specific requirements for pre- and post-intervention that agency practices and policies 
began to shift to accommodate black adoptions in the United States. For example, black 
families did not relate to white staff because adoption agencies lacked knowledge in the 
unique contexts of black family cultures thus hired more blacks. Aldridge (1974) stated 
that the number one placement issue black children have is the reputation of black 
children being unadoptable due to low motivation in black families to adopt and the 
stigma of them being difficult. Aldridge also stated that agencies have operated under the 
premise that black children are “hard to place” (p. 407). She stated that despite the 
stigma, policies (home ownership, financial status, education requirements) favoring 
white family privilege screen out black families. Since then adoption agencies have 
upgraded their policies to cater to the black population (Sweeney, 2013). 
Sweeney (2013) stated that because white and black mothers preferentially adopt 
same-race babies, agency workers have begun to discourage racial matching through 
acknowledgement of the challenges transnational adopters may face. Sweeney stated this 




hold regarding colorism. Sweeney specified that prospective adopters were still more 
open to adopting mixed, lighter, or multiracial children over visibly black children. He 
stated that adopters noted that the mere assumption that a lighter-skinned black child 
could easily integrate into a non-black family system has led non-white families to avoid 
black adoption.  
Social Discourse in African American and West Indian Culture 
Many social conditions have influenced adoption for black families in the United 
States. Economic disadvantages such as poverty have inevitably affected the low rates of 
black adoption in the United States (Madison & Schapiro 1973). The high levels of 
impoverished black communities in both the United States (Aldridge, 1974) and within 
the West Indies (Njemanze & Njemanze, 2011) have encouraged both population to 
purse economic freedom through higher education and better jobs. Becoming a successful 
and well-educated and contributing member of society greatly affected middle-class 
black adults’ motivation to adopt (Madison & Schapiro, 1973).  
In the United States the social political message stresses independence, autonomy, 
and self-preservation (Kenworthy, 2012). This places education, health, housing, and 
employment as primary and creation of a family as secondary; particularly for the urban 
black middle-class family. Likewise, Safa (1986) noted that, despite economic autonomy 
for women in The Caribbean gaining jobs outside of the home, women reported being 
head of the household. Safa stated that the high poverty rates on islands like Jamaica 
threaten Caribbean natives’ interest in furthering autonomy. Poverty is such a relative 
issue within The Caribbean that many foster parents endure scrutiny for solely taking in 




& Paul, 2006). It was not clear whether the intentions of foster parents are purely in the 
best interests of the child; however, I believe this can only be determined on a case-by-
case basis.  
Poverty 
Poverty has also affected migration patterns from Caribbean regions into the 
United States. In terms of migration, Jokhan (2008) noted that although black parents in 
The Caribbean leave their children in the care of spouses, relatives, and friends in efforts 
toward improving their economical living standards, many children experience a sense of 
separation and suffer from emotional and psychological neglect. In the last 10 years, 
Jokhan pointed out that migratory patterns, especially in Trinidad and Afro-Caribbean 
cultures, practice child shifting to family kin networks. The support of the extended 
family is particularly present in Afro-Caribbean and American black families alike 
(Jokhan, 2008). The migratory patterns of Afro-Caribbean persons have determined that 
family systems encompass strong familial ties. Still, as noted earlier—stereotypes and 
attitudes surrounding black children have affected the number of children being adopted 
and the motivations and attitudes regarding desire to adopt (Madison & Schapiro, 1973).  
Inequality Issues  
Over two decades ago, Madison and Schapiro (1973) hypothesized that the issue 
with finding good homes for black children would not be solved until the specific needs 
of black families were addressed (i.e., higher education, poverty). They also stated that 
the number of black children awaiting appropriate adoption placement would not 
decrease until psychological well-being and equality for all children was placed at the 




demonstrated the observation that class, poverty, sexism, and racism were the prevailing 
reasons for separation of African American children from their biological families. Howe 
stressed that racial and inequality issues need to enter the conversation regarding 
placement of all black children in order to account for obstacles such as societal and 
cultural norms of blacks.  
For example, in both the United States and within The Caribbean lower social and 
economic standards were forced upon many blacks. Pillawsky (1984) stated that the 
black underclass community grows at a higher rate than the black middle-class society. 
This was one suggestion that black people remain oppressed today and this effects the 
family intergenerationally. Pillawsky also noted that many people today do not notice the 
transient components of how blatant racism has become subtly expressed. He said that 
blacks not qualifying for privileged jobs and education is just one example of how subtle 
classism and racism still effect Black Americans today. 
Stigma Attached to Mental Health in the Caribbean  
Caregiving for children is primarily the role of the black woman in black families 
(Wilson, 2001). Wilson (2001) observed that lack of information, sexism, and classism 
results in lack of adequate mental health services for blacks. For example, Wilson stated 
that African-Caribbean women have dealt with many societal stereotypes against them. 
These include, but are not limited to, the fact that African-Caribbean women are 
belligerently aggressive and strong enough to handle trauma and stress. These stereotypes 
undoubtedly affect the black woman’s willingness to seek mental health services and the 
clinician’s ability to deliver relevant services to black communities. In order to bridge the 




service workers (social worker, adoption agency, adopted parents etc.) need to address 
issues of diversity and inclusion.  
Summary 
Chapter II provided extensive information regarding existing literature on the 
various procedures and practices that I studied in an effort to generate a better 
understanding of the adoption phenomenon. To create a more inclusive and holistic 
understanding of adoption myself, I first provided information on the views of previous 
researcher’s theoretical framework to view relational constructs in adoption. I also 
presented a myriad of examples of existing research that supports approaches that 
adoptive families use to confound identity as well as the challenges adoptive families 
face in confounding identity. Toward the end of Chapter II, I discussed the structural and 
relational aspects of the West Indian family system. I discussed family life, the 
importance of the woman’s role in the West Indian family, and agency practices in detail 
in order to highlight topics most prevalent in existing Caribbean research. Lastly, I found 
it pertinent to create a connection and distinction between West Indian and African 
American family system dynamics, particularly because African American literature is 





CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 
In this chapter, I outline the suitability of utilizing a qualitative research approach 
in order to address the aim of the study. In this study I aimed to find richness in the 
adoptee experience of adoption and the effects of dominant culture in The Caribbean 
society on adoptee voices. I used a lens of narrative therapy to reauthor the adoptee 
experience as the “stars in their own story.”  
Researchers such as Keefer and Schooler (2000) provided suggestions about the 
importance of understanding the epistemological foundation that guide adoptees’ 
experiences in the world. Polkinghorne (1988) defined epistemology as “the 
understanding of our existence and action requires a knowledge of the structures that 
produce the experienced or lived realm from which we direct our actions and 
expressions” (p. 9). Keefer and Schooler stated that adoptee voices hold intrinsic value 
toward a greater appreciation of adoptee experiences. These researchers supported the 
framework upon which my philosophical stance builds upon.  
Human experience is often colored by individuals’ collectively created reality 
(culture). Almost daily, we as humans decide what is true, real, accepted, rejected, moral, 
valuable, invaluable, and so on. These categorizations help individuals determine their 
position in the world. Focusing on the way people describe who they are in the world can 
highlight their sense of perception on what is at the root of importance to them. We can 
value experiences otherwise silenced by providing marginalized populations with a voice 
in meaningful research. Most prior studies focused on adoptee experience discusses 
adoptee needs to search or connect with their biological family’s post-adoption (Neil, 




adopted family in the here and now. Even though adopted children are most affected by 
adoption, few studies represent their voices (Benoit et al., 2018; Brodzinsky, 2011). Also, 
there were no studies that focused on representation of minority populations with people 
of color, specifically Caribbean populations, and adoptee experiences. Therefore, in this 
study I provided adoptees with a space to describe how their culture shaped their 
experiences and perceptions of those experiences. 
Qualitative Research Design 
In this qualitative research study, I used a social constructionist approach as a 
guiding philosophical underpinning to develop research solutions. According to Gergen 
(2015), social constructionists believe that the cultures in which an individual lives and 
interacts co-creates his values, realities, assumptions, perceptions, and overall ways of 
being. As a researcher, I was interested in interpretations of my participants worlds, thus I 
took the social constructionist stance. From this perspective, I highlighted the study of 
participants’ subjective experiences.  
The goal then became to generate a rich enough account of participants 
experiences in order to determine how adoptee stories effected their overall worldview, 
and way of being. I used qualitative research methods to become fully immersed in 
participants life stories. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2003), as described by Stagor 
(2011),  
Qualitative research is descriptive research that is focused on observing and 
describing events as they occur, with the goal of capturing all of the richness of 




phenomena that might have been missed if only more cursory examinations had 
been used. (p. 15) 
My goal in using qualitative research was to provide a multidimensional understanding of 
adoptees subjective experiences.  
Qualitative research also generated descriptive accounts of the role that adoption 
played in adoptees ability to make sense of their personal experiences. As Gergen (2015) 
stated “We don’t have to ask which is true or right. Rather, there are multiple 
possibilities, and we may find our own traditions lacking what others can offer” (p. 29). 
As the researcher, I maintained a curiosity-based stance, which gave participants the 
opportunity to share aspects of their experiences that were otherwise silenced or ignored. 
I used the phenomenological research approach because, as the researcher, I was able to 
give voice to the participants by focusing on their experiences and meaning-making 
process.  
Phenomenology Research  
The principal founder of phenomenology, Edmund Husserl (1925), focused on 
specific lived experiences by eliminating questions of truth and reality and focusing on 
the meaning they attribute to experiences. Giorgi (1994) believed phenomenological 
researchers focused on the details people attribute to their lived experiences so that 
researchers can better interpret that meaning more reflectively.  
More recently, Creswell and Poth (2018) stated that a phenomenological study 
focuses on multiple individuals who have experienced a phenomenon and can articulate 
their lived experiences. I used the phenomenological data collection method in order to 




of the lived experience of participants overall. Creswell and Poth also distinguished that 
operating under a phenomenological framework could illuminate circumstances that 
disadvantage persons in the adoptive culture by revealing inequities in societies such as 
unequal power relations, hierarchies, and silenced voices. According to Sue and Sue 
(2008), many persons ethnically and racially bound as minorities are forced to accept the 
value systems of “Euro-American society” (p. 191). They asserted that, when working 
with minority populations, professionals need to make persevering deliberate efforts to 
learn about the studied population to avoid minimizing individualistic characteristics. 
They also stated that being vigilantly aware of extended cultural family systems (non-
kinship family members) and “help-giving networks” (p. 206) is crucial to minority 
families. Lastly Sue and Sue attested that when working with black cultures, an 
interactional approach that validates individuals’ ethnic identities best serves the 
therapeutic relationship and strengthens individual’s awareness.  
Therefore, phenomenology approach was fitting for this study considering my 
research question because I aimed to explore the meaning adoptees attach to their 
adoptive experiences within their lives throughout the Caribbean. Using the 
phenomenological approach, I did not believe there was a true or right answer; instead, I 
hoped to highlight the unspoken experiences within minority populations in the 
Caribbean for so many years. In order to generate rich accounts of everyone’s experience 
and discover meaningful connections, I used interpretative phenomenological analysis. 
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 
I aimed to highlight the importance of family membership within The Caribbean 




from participants stories demonstrated the collective nature and influence of Caribbean 
relationships. The interpretative phenomenological approach (IPA) devised by Smith, 
Flowers, and Larkin (2009) touched upon what Smith (2009) referred to as “participant-
oriented” approach (p. 34). This means that IPA focuses on human lived experiences by 
examining what is said, or written, and generating research interpretation. Smith went on 
to state that IPA researchers operate by making sense of the participants’ experience 
while the participant makes sense of the phenomenon. Smith (2009) stated that there is a  
dual role of the researcher as both like and unlike the participant. In one sense, the 
researcher is like the participant, a human being drawing from everyday human 
resources in order to make sense of the world. On the other hand, the researcher is 
not the participant, she/he only has access to the participant’s experience through 
what the participant reports about it, and is also seeing this through the 
researcher’s own, experientially lens. (p. 35-36) 
As a qualitative research approach, the social constructionist stance was in line 
with the approach of IPA method. This allowed me to investigate the participant’s story 
as expressed on the participant’s terms rather than pre-determined by hypothesized 
categories. More specifically, Willig (2001) added that the interpretative 
phenomenological method is concerned with how people gain knowledge to obtain a 
worldview. However, she noted that when conducting IPA research, the analyst 
recognizes the influence of their interaction with the participants and how this will 





Culture-shared meanings, practices, and symbols that constitute the human world, 
does not present itself neutrally or with one voice. It is multivocal and 
overdetermined, and both the observer and the observed are always enmeshed in 
it; that is our situation. (p. 6) 
Participants 
I selected participants in this study because the phenomenon of adoption was a 
dominant theme within their lives. Giorgi (2009) stated that participants in a 
phenomenological study have subjective responses to their interactions with places, 
objects, and persons throughout their lives. According to Giorgi, these participants have 
multiple interactions with others and develop expectations, desires, and ideas regarding 
what it normal or appropriate through such interactions. Giorgi stated that it is important 
to interrogate participants responses to life situations because he believes people 
cooperate and rationalize their own self-interests to fit the dominant story within their 
culture. I hoped to shed light on the experiences of vulnerability accompanying adoptees 
regarding their need to communicate and need to become agreeable within the dominant 
culture. I also hoped to provide them with a platform to become the creators of 
reauthoring their new dominant discourse. In order to provide participants with 
opportunity to generate rich accounts of their experiences, I investigated the sense-
making process that individuals went through. 
In the research I captured the lived experience of adoptees as individuals and 
made meaningful connections to the adoptee’s cultural environment and collective 
aspects of the adoptee’s narrative within The Bahamas and Jamaica. Creswell and Poth 




perspectives that range over the entire spectrum of perspectives” (p. 154). Thus, 
researching adoptees from The Bahamas and Jamaica allowed for multiple perspectives. I 
also acknowledged Smith et al.’s (2009) suggestion to use participants of similar qualities 
in IPA. Still, I noted that my anticipation of the challenge in gathering participants of 
homogeneity was correct; due to The Caribbean society’s lack of attention to the topic of 
adoption altogether.  
Location of Research 
The Bahamas 
I conducted this research in Nassau, Bahamas. Nassau is most populated of all the 
islands in The Bahamas. In Nassau, The Bahamas Children’s Emergency Hostel—is a 
short-term residential home for children (infancy to 12 years old). The Elizabeth Estates 
Children’s Home is also a residential facility for boys and girls ages 11 to 17. The 
Ranfurly Home for Children is a foster facility for children (ages 5 to 18). Children 
placed have typically undergone more neglectful, abusive and traumatic situations in 
placement. Because I focused the research on adoptees rather than children in foster care, 
these foster homes served to create a connection between myself and persons with 
expertise (gatekeepers) in the protective childcare field. Also, this connection served for 
gatekeepers in the orphanages to connect me to potential participants in the study. There 
were also Bahamian natives that, since adulthood, had moved to America to reside. The 
research also included these Bahamian participants living abroad.  
Jamaica  
All research conducted with Jamaican participants took place over Zoom virtual 




and psychotherapeutic field to facilitate connecting myself to adoptees that were willing 
to help with participant recruitment. Word-of-mouth recruitment by myself and the 
gatekeeper also served to locate potential participants for the study. 
Again, the primary concern of this research was the exploration of firsthand 
accounts with adoptees’ experiences within the adoptive family. Although I highlighted 
the adoptee experience in my research, it was also important to better understand how 
adoption in family-oriented cultures effected the adoptee experience in unique ways. 
Many aspects of The Caribbean culture are deep-seeded, unspoken concepts such as 
conformity, generational interdependence, obedience, and obligation to one’s family. As 
a Bahamian native, I would best describe these aspects of culture as animations of reality 
that are normal and appropriately-accepted customs within the culture itself. As the 
researcher, who is also a Bahamian native, I acknowledged the dire need for research to 
take place in a non-leading, neutral environment.  
The Recruitment Process 
I used word-of-mouth recruitment with both foster agency professionals and non-
professionals to connect with potential participants in the study. Because the nature of 
Caribbean natives is family-oriented, I thought word-of-mouth communication with 
community members was the most conducive method toward recruitment. I recognized 
that word-of-mouth recruitment may pose questions about ethics particularly pertaining 
to confidentiality and participants preference toward non-revealing their adoptive status 
to outsiders. Thus, I gave considerable attention to participants fears, concerns and 
questions in the initial contact with potential participants. According to Smith et al. 




ways to contact participants. Smith et al. suggested the sample size should be small when 
conducting IPA because of its hyper-focus on “case-by-case analysis” (p. 48) and timely 
detailed descriptions of each participants experience. They also stressed the need for 
researchers to keep sampling as homogeneous as possible. However, because no studies 
about adoption of this nature pre-existed in The Bahamas or Jamaica, my ability to 
maintain homogeneity in sampling posed limitations, which is discussed in Chapter 5. 
Smith et al. asserted that sample size should be between three and six participants (p. 51). 
My sample included six adoptee participants.  
Inclusion criterion for each participant in the study was that they were an adopted 
person from one of two Caribbean countries, The Bahamas and Jamaica. There were six 
adult research participants between the ages of 25 and 38. Each participant was either 
actively living with their adopted family or living independently. Each adoptee was to 
have lived with their adopted family for two years or more. Participants who did not have 
legalized adoptions but considered their non-kinship relationships with persons that 
occupy a parental role in their lives as an informal adoption, were also participants in this 
study. The participants chosen represented their individual experiences. I excluded 
adoptees that had undergone dissolution of their adoption status from the study. I had no 
potential participants that met the exclusion criteria of dissolution of adoption status. 
Informed Consent 
As a part of the initial rapport building stage, I invited participants to have an 
initial discussion with me regarding the purpose of the study and why they were invited 
to participate. It is at this time that Smith et al. (2009) believed qualitative researchers 




shared minor details of the case with others, I could not promise confidentiality. 
However, I did establish anonymity to keep participants’ identities and sensitive details 
private. To further ensure anonymity and as much confidentiality as possible, I notified 
participants I would securely store all paper and electronic forms. I solely had access to 
paper and electronic data with personal and confidential identifying information. I locked 
the paper forms in a file cabinet and I stored electronic data such as CDS, DVDS, flash 
drives, or external hard drives in a locked cabinet. I kept all electronic data including 
transcripts password protected and used lock-out timed functions to procured inactivity 
on computers. I did not use file transfers and shared accounts because I was the only one 
privy to confidential participant information. Upon completion of the study, the raw data 
collected (reports, papers, electronic files) were stored in a locked cabinet and will 
remain there for up to three years. I transferred any electronic data to a memory drive and 
locked in the cabinet.  
In the initial the discussion with participants I included pertinent details about the 
culture, population, and demographic involved in the study. I also included any relevant 
differences that needed acknowledgement. I briefly discussed recruitment procedures as 
it was important for subjects to understand expectations and limitations regarding 
involvement the study. I conducted this discussion over the Zoom virtual platform. I 
presented all people who agreed to participate in the study with a human subject consent 
to participate form that provide them with germane information regarding the study and 
their rights toward participation or lack thereof. This form can is in Chapter 5 of this 
report. Stangor (2011) stated that informed consent forms explain who is conducting 




place during research sessions (p. 50). After the initial interview, Smith et al. (2009) 
asserted that the researcher should revisit informed consent within the IPA interview 
orally. At this time the researcher should remind participants of the “unanticipated 
sensitive issues” (p. 53) that may arise.  
Once the participants agreed to participate in the study, I maintained 
communication with them throughout the duration of the study. I communicated updates, 
gave interview reminders, and answered any questions or concerns that arose throughout 
the study. I notified the participants how they could reach me should any questions, 
comments, or concerns have come up.  
Data Collection 
Smith et al. (2009) suggested that IPA researchers need to gain “rich and detailed 
personal accounts” (p. 40) of people’s experiences. They noted that in IPA the 
researcher’s position is as an explorer or an investigator. Thus, when applicable, 
participants underwent a thorough in-person semi-structured interview (Smith et al., 
2009). Smith et al. described these interviews as “conversations with a purpose” (p. 57). 
One-on-one in person face-to-face interviews were preferable; however, I conducted all 
interviews virtually on the Zoom platform. Hayes (2000) stated that semi-structured 
interviews come across as conversations and are often very flexible in order to build 
rapport and encourage open accounts of respondents’ stories and opinions. Smith et al. 
did not give specific amounts of interview meeting requirements; however, they did 
imply that the researcher should transcribe after each individual interview. They stated 




goals. They also suggested member checking, or having participants read a draft of what 
the researcher transcribed, to help establish ongoing dialogue (Smith et al., 2009). 
Elliot (2005) suggested an interview length of up to two hours per interview. He 
also stated that notifying participants about the length of the interview prior to the 
interview helps participants determine how much detail to share. Willig (2001) stated that 
when conducting IPA, the interview questions must be open-ended and non-directive in 
order to provide the participant with the opportunity to elaborate rather than worry about 
providing agreeable responses. Ensuring that participants felt comfortable to share their 
stories was important in this study. Participant comfortability was an integral part of 
insuring accurate and thorough accounts of their experiences. I discussed topics in the 
research openly in order to make the interviewees feel as comfortable as possible.  
The purpose of the interviews was to gather enough data to understand the 
importance of the effects of the phenomenon collectively. Identification of similarities 
and differences became important in order to generate a platform for persons that have 
primarily been living relatively individually experiencing the phenomenon alone with no 
sense of communal understanding. Therefore, each interview was one hour long (Smith, 
et al., 2009). Smith et al. (2009) stated that one hour of a recorded interview typically 
takes about seven hours of transcription. This does not include time for consultation with 
others or reflection (p. 54), thus they emphasized how time-consuming good IPA 
research can be, and in turn stressed the need to keep sampling size small. Smith et al. 
suggested letting participants know of the expectation of the length of interviews. Certain 
research participants cultivated rich descriptions of their lived experiences in less than an 




feelings, memories, thoughts, and meanings attached to the events that had taken place in 
their lives surrounding the phenomenon (Becker, 1992).  
As noted by Becker (1992), minority populations particularly appreciated the 
researcher’s attentive listening, enthusiasm, and concern regarding their minority 
population. Becker’s participants stated that her early enthusiasm influenced their 
willingness to share their stories with her. Additionally, having extensive knowledge on 
the subject allowed the researcher to form informative follow up questions, which 
participants reported they find impressive (Becker, 1992). Smith et al. (2009) revealed 
that in IPA the researcher needs to speak clearly and deliberatively in order to set the 
stage for the participants to feel free to talk as much as possible. Flexible use of the 
interview schedule guides the researcher toward their role as an active co-participant (p. 
64). This balanced the participant’s role as the expert in their experience coupled with the 
researcher’s role as the expert in the studied phenomenon throughout the conversation 
(Smith et al., 2009).  
In order to maintain the integrity of the participants experience, I did not 
personally disclose details about my adoption at the onset of interviews. Smith et al. 
(2009) stated that detailed disclosure in IPA should only be a part of the debriefing 
process or towards the end of the interview process in order to avoid the comparative 
nature of the researcher and participants experiences. Overall, Smith et al. highlighted the 
importance of listening in IPA. As they pointed out when conducting interviews, the 
researcher must avoid demonstrating therapeutic knowledge, sharing thoughts, judgment, 
and responding empathetically. Instead, Smith et al. suggested listening attentively and 




A final debriefing conversation took place between the researcher and the 
participants. Stangor (2011) stated that debriefing takes place immediately after 
completing the research and the researcher reviews procedures and purpose of the 
research in order to reduce “harmful aftereffects of participation” (p. 54). Debriefing 
included the experiential nature of the study, study’s goals, the evaluation of participant 
responses, and a reminder about the safe keeping of participant data. Educating 
participants about the benefits of behavioral research is a unique advantage to the 
debriefing process (Stangor, 2011). Advantages of the study were never exaggerated but 
instead were discussed in an accurate way.   
The IPA Interview Schedule 
Smith et al. (2009) described the researcher’s creation of an interview schedule as 
the most effective way to facilitate and prepare the researcher for in-depth interviews. 
The interview schedule is essential to IPA research because topics and questions the 
researcher wants to discuss can loosely guide interviews. Also, the researcher can 
anticipate delicate issues and lower the interviewer’s anxiety by appearing organized and 
taking their time within the interview rather than preoccupied or stuck on what to say 
next in the interview. According to Smith et al., the interview schedule allows the 
researcher to focus more acutely on the participants responses and this can increase the 
level of comfortability in the interview. They stated that questions in the interview 
schedule should encourage the participant to talk descriptively and “verbal input” (p. 59) 
from the researcher should be minimal. Six to 10 questions are appropriate for an adult 





1. Can you tell me about your life as an adoptee? 
2. Can you tell me a story that defines your experience with your adoption? 
3. Please describe your experience with your adoption? 
4. What have you believed about yourself through your relationship with 
your adoption?  
5. Please describe how your adoption has had some of the biggest impacts on 
you? 
6. If you could draw a picture of what adoption has represented in your life, 
what would the picture look like? 
Data Analysis 
For this study, I used qualitative data analysis to explore the internal world of 
each participant in the study. I complied with IPA by listening to audio and video 
recordings of interviews and transcribing them verbatim (Smith et al., 2009). The focus 
of transcription was to interpret meaning; therefore, I noted all non-verbal 
communication (such as crying), pauses, and hesitations in the transcript. In IPA there are 
six steps in the data analysis process (Smith et al., 2009). This step-by-step guide 
increased the reliability of the study because anyone else could replicate this study.  
The first stage to IPA analysis is “reading and re- reading” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 
82). In this case, the researcher submerges themselves into the data by re-reading and 
listening to the recordings and observing the most pertinent information that arises (Smith 
et al., 2009, p. 82). The second step is “initial noting” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 83). Initial 
noting involves the researcher’s ability to take detailed notes regarding the meaning 




values principles and so on (Smith et al., 2009, p. 83). The more detailed the participants 
descriptions, the more opportunity for the researcher to generate notes that help 
understand the participants meaning systems. Step three in IPA analysis is “developing 
emergent themes” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 91). This requires the researcher to turn the 
initial notes into chronological (in order they came up) themes.  
Smith et al. (2009) noted that conceptually remembering that the themes are 
indicative of the researcher, and the participants shared experiences should help the 
researcher reflect an understanding of emergent themes. Step four is “searching for 
connections across emergent themes” (p. 92). This step includes looking for patterns and 
connections such as narrative themes or key life events. Also, the number of times may 
identify other patterns of themes they mentioned in the transcript.  
Hayes (2000) stated that themes in the context of research involves recurrent ideas 
that come up several times in the data from the research participants. The researcher then 
identifies similarity in the quality of “talk” and sorts through the data in order to identify 
common themes. Step five in IPA analysis is “moving to the next case” (Smith et al., 
2009, p. 100). By moving to the next case, Smith et al. (2009) reminded us “to treat it 
with individuality” (p. 100) while repeating the previous noted steps. The sixth step is 
“looking for patterns across cases” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 101). This step includes making 
connections in patterns between cases. Still they stated that the best IPA research includes 
unique personal instances and shared patterned qualities. Smith et al. demonstrated that 
“a master table of themes” (p. 101) can show how themes for each participant connect to 
themes of other participants. I carefully listened to the audio recordings of each interview 




Lastly, I used Creswell (2018) and Smith et al.’s (2009) research analysis steps to 
guide my process of analysis. I read through the transcripts many times, wrote notes, and 
searched for connections between participant content and emergent themes. I paid close 
attention to the individuality of each case and paid attention to sentences that were related 
to participants meaning- making process. I combined the results by integrating themes 
into the results regarding the participant descriptions of their experience with adoption. I 
also stayed unbiased and open-minded by keeping a self- reflective journal while 
validating each participants experience. 
Analysis Overview 
After I recruited the participants and they signed all contracts, I began the data 
collection and analysis process. I conducted all interviews and uploaded the recordings 
into computer software, HappyScribe, for further transcription and analysis. After I 
transcribed each interview, I analyzed them one by one, allowing the analysis time before 
moving on to additional participants. I added clarifying questions to the initial interview 
method following the completion of each interview, which I addressed in the second 30-
minute debriefing interview. Details of additional questions I used to clarify and thicken 
participant reports, which are in Appendix D. 
I used IPA’s 6-step technique to map the qualities of emerging themes. I used IPA 
guidelines alongside all the transcript vignettes comparatively to identify the process of 
selective and theoretical data analysis. Figure 1 includes a diagram of the data analysis 
process. Below Figure 1, I outline each of IPA’s six steps in detail and include an excerpt 





Step 1: Reading and re-reading. According the Smith et al. (2009), the first step 
in IPA is the process of reading and re-reading. By immersing oneself in the research the 
researcher can focus on the participants most poignant responses. This allows the 
participant to remain at the center of the research. After each interview, I transcribed the 
data immediately. Days later, I revisited each transcript and read and re-read each 
transcript multiple times alongside the corresponding audio recordings to ensure 
accuracy. 
Step 1: Personal notions. As I read and re-read each participants’ transcript while 
simultaneously listening to the audio recording, my goal was to remain objective. In this 
way, I noticed giving myself constant reminders to remain in the researcher role, not the 
clinician role, and maintain an unbiased stance. I placed emphasis on the notion of 
valuing the participants’ own perspectives on their experiences. I also noticed myself 
taking note of how participants recalled and spoke about their memories, assumptions, 
and beliefs about their experiences. I kept the participant’s text in its original form, yet as 
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separate the universality of individual experiences without positing subjectivity. I read 
and re-read each participant’s transcript in completion three times. Although this is not 
standard practice, as the researcher I needed to become intensely familiar with the 
material to personally feel equipped to move to step 2. 
Step 2: Initial noting. In IPA, step 2 requires that the researcher maintain an open 
mind while becoming thoroughly familiar with the transcripts. As the researcher reads 
through the transcripts close attention is paid to the participants key relationships, 
descriptions of places, events, and values (Smith et al., 2009). During this step, I 
maintained a detailed set of notes alongside the transcripts noting similarities and 
differences in each participants attitude, tone of voice, comfort level with each question, 
and physical posture as I asked each question. I repeated this process again during the 
reading and re-reading phase.  
Step 2: Personal notions. While I was initially noting, I was particularly cautious 
and attuned to remaining close to the details provided by the participants. I had already 
noticed that based on participants change in tone, exaggerated verbal cues, and level of 
comfort with certain questions, they were generating deeper understandings of their own 
interpretations. I also highlighted moments of nonverbal cues such as laughter, pauses, 
and repetition of words. I noticed that the clearest participant interpretations were given 
through stories that were pertinent to them during their adoption, rather than cognitive 
processes that demonstrated their knowledge or competencies of their adoptions.  
One of the most explicit examples that demonstrates my process of exploring 
linguistic comments was my discovery of a participant’s use of metaphor. Marley’s 




impact of her silence in adoption. Metaphor can open up the discussion toward more 
meanings that are held by the participants (Smith et al., 2009). Marley’s use of metaphor 
allowed me to ask questions related to conceptual meanings she may be experiencing 
(trauma, isolation, not having a voice). The use of metaphor led to my process of thinking 
about the role of identity, self-advocacy, and construction of Marley’s way of thinking. I 
was able to expand beyond my initial intended annotation because of the vastness of her 
expression.  
While completing this step, I also noted that many participants had side comments 
to the questions I was asking. Statements such as “interesting, I’ve never thought about 
that,” or “no one ever asked me that before,” which made me aware of key relationships 
the participants had previously explored and the ones that might generate new meanings. 
During this process, Smith et al. (2009) stated that the researcher must follow three steps: 
(a) note descriptive comments and italicize them, (b) note the linguistic comments and 
underline them, and (c) note the conceptual comments and bold them.  
By using different methods to make clear the analytic quality of the participants’ 
report, I was able to clarify the content and juxtapose it with my initial subjective 
response. In the following section, I provide examples to show the initial noting process 
with an excerpt from one participants interview. I chose this excerpt from my first 
participant interview because some of the key events and experiences of the participants 
world were highlighted in this section of the transcript. I present the participants 
comments by indicating the letter P and the researcher comments with the phrase 




myself what the language, words, and sentences meant to me and what they meant to the 
participant. 
Initial Noting Excerpt 
R: Can you tell me about your life as an adoptee? 
P: OK. I mean, I feel like the experience was not good at all. And. It was just very 
hurtful. And the person that adopted me was a bit distasteful. I went into the 
situation, you know, all I’ve ever wanted my whole life was to be in a family 
with, you know, a male figure, and someone to call, mom, who could show me 
love. And, you know, I could feel like I kind of belong. And I have my crew or 
my group. But that didn't pan out the way I expected. And because of that, even 
though there were persons, because the adoption, it didn't work. And there were 
other people that, you know, that followed that wanted to adopt me like a good 
American family and even other persons. And I had, started the process even with 
one family (this American family). And, you know, they were godly. He was a 
pastor. And I just declined, like, right before I signed. I said, no, I changed my 
mind because the first experience was so bad. So, yeah, I didn't like it. 
Researcher exploratory comments: Seemed to be difficult for her to recall these 
memories. Pressured speech. Shaking her head while she talked about her rejection to 
possible “good” family. I was curious about how she perceived this one choice to have 
affected her overall life experience.  





P: Yeah, I was especially tainted because I was about 13 when my cousin adopted 
me. At first, I mean, I would say, I would kind of get excited to say I was coming 
out of the foster home because the foster home was too much with all those kids 
and problems. I mean it’s really a lot that goes down in the home and especially 
that home in particular because their form of discipline was not okay! And it 
scarred a lot of kids. 
Researcher exploratory comments: She mentioned a lot of kids being scarred. 
Was she scarred as well? I wonder why she often reverts back to speaking so generally 
about her experience. This was the third time I noticed her speaking generally rather than 
personally. 
P: I was just happy to get out of the home so even though I wasn’t necessarily 
happy all the time with her finally living out and free living with her was awful 
because the first night that I came there she said that I had to––she took all of my 
clothes out of my suitcase and she was going through it and a lot of the stuff were 
new because you know there were a lot of donations and stuff and she just started 
going through my stuff. “Oh, you’re not wearing this, you’re not wearing this.” 
She just threw they only things that I could call mine away, I had nothing else, so 
at the beginning you’re like “Oh you can’t wear this, you can’t wear that,” but 
you never replace them. 
Researcher exploratory comments: I felt traumatized by her experience as she 
explained. It was important to her to have something to call hers, something to control. I 




away the only clothes she owned. The only tactile thing she owned was stripped from 
her, which immediately forced her to adapt to her cousin’s way of life. 
R: What was your reaction to this? 
P: So, it got to a point where it was really bad because you know I was in the 
home with a lot of older girls before the adoption, but I felt so disconnected with 
her that when I saw my first menstruation I didn’t even tell her because I already 
knew what to do. I didn’t trust her so; I just went in the cupboard and took what I 
needed and for months she didn’t know. She would bully me in terms of I didn’t 
really know Nassau like that, but she would make me walk to stores with men cat 
calling on the road at a young age, and then if I didn’t bring what she wanted she 
would send me back by foot and she has a car! I always felt like I was hungry and 
starving there like I never felt full and in the foster homes we have chefs we have 
cooks and so I wasn’t used to that. I was just a quiet kid, I kept taking the 
mistreatment until one day I didn’t, one day I just stopped being quiet after years.  
Researcher exploratory comments: She was 13 and had to make life altering 
choices. She withstood months and years of mental, emotional abuse. What are the 
implications and effects of culture on her cousin’s way of treating her? I was curious 
about what gave her the strength, courage, resilience to stand finally stand against 
maltreatment. 
R: You stated that you were quiet for years and withstood the mistreatment and 
then you didn’t. What changed at that point? 
P: In the home, before my adoption, I had to survive around different kids, with 




up for yourself and find a way to make stuff yourself. I carried that with me 
through the adoption and everywhere else. I had to survive on my own, even 
being in the home you know you go to school you kind of have this independence 
where you survive you have to take care of yourself. And, the last straw with her 
was when she actually took a belt and she hit me with it and I just got so furious 
and I said “stop hitting me with the belt” and she pushed me over the couch. I 
remember it and was like “You're so rude. You're so this.” And I told her, “I'm 
not your child. Don't hit me like that.” And I think that’s when I had enough and I 
just started to cry and I walked away and she was like, “Don't walk away from 
me. I'm going to call the social service for you to take you back. I don't want you 
here anymore.” I grabbed my clothes and started throwing them on the bed. And 
then she got mad at me. She was like “Stop throwing things on the bed.” I'm like, 
“You want me to leave, so I’ll leave!” That was the best day of my life. I said to 
myself, “God I have some rage in me.” I was fierce! 
Researcher exploratory comments: Wonder what gave her the courage to stand 
up to the abuse? Had she learned independence, self-advocacy very early? I wonder how 
she felt standing up to her cousin’s authoritarian/ abusive parenting style. A sense of 
freedom seems to have been established. She smirked while talking about her ability to 
survive her cousin’s mistreatment. 
Step 3: Developing emergent themes. In this step the researcher looks for patterns, 
connections, and relationships within the content (Smith et al., 2009). I began to develop 
emergent themes such as the questioning self/self-identity, isolative self-preservation, and 




capture, reflect, and interpret the crucial qualities of the participants talk (Smith et al., 
2009). Developing themes starts with the participants original words, but the researcher 
progressively adds their individual interpretations. Below is one example of the process I 
used to develop an emergent theme by using the participants original transcript comment, 
and my exploratory comments, to turn notes into themes. In the excerpt below P indicates 
the participant’s initial interview comments and I show my exploratory comments below. 
Based on my personal notion, I developed an emergent theme.  
P: In the home, before my adoption, I had to survive around different kids, with 
different personalities, different backgrounds and you have to find a way to stand 
up for yourself and find a way to make stuff happen yourself. I had to survive on 
my own, even being in the home you know you go to school you kind of have this 
independence where you survive you have to take care of yourself. I carried that 
with me through the adoption, and everywhere else. 
Researcher exploratory comments: The enormity of task of carrying such 
independence, and self-advocacy so early. Deep implications of her self-ability to 
survive. 
3: Personal notions. While thoroughly analyzing each participant’s transcripts 
chronologically, I identified the emergence of words and phrases that surfaced through 
each participant’s self-report multiple times. For example, the excerpt above 
demonstrated how the participant’s survival in complex environments highlighted her 
sense of survival and fighting for themselves. I noticed that although the descriptive 
language used by each participant varied dramatically, the descriptive qualities of their 




this step, I began to make meaningful connections of each participant’s talk through 
context rather than content. Therefore, the emergent theme of advocating/fighting for 
themselves emerged.  
Emergent Theme: Advocating/fighting for themselves 
Step 4: Searching for connections across emergent themes. This step requires the 
researcher to find connections between the emergent themes and the research questions. 
This step is important because the researcher must develop a structure that demonstrates 
the parallel and opposing aspects of the participants’ responses in each transcript (Smith 
et al., 2009). Developing emergent themes helped the researcher see the patterned 
connections between each participants response. Once I recognized patterned 
connections, I created clusters of similar themes and developed a new name for each 
cluster. The process of developing a name for all like-minded emergent themes is super-
ordinate themes (Smith et al., 2009). 
Step 4: Personal notions. During this step, I used colored highlighters to identify 
the similarities and differences in ways each person reported their adoption experiences. 
For example, the first interview question asked each participant to tell me about their life 
as an adoptee. 
Step 5: Moving to the next case. Step 5 requires the researcher move to the next 
participant transcript and repeat the previous steps for each new case. Smith et al. (2009) 
informed the researcher that each case should be treated with individuality for the 
researcher to allow for the inclusion of new emerging themes. 
Step 5: Personal notions. I continued the analysis by systematically delving 




identify connections, similarities and differences. As I continued, I began to develop 
patterns that were most relevant to the participants. In this step, I noticed myself creating 
the interconnection between the way some participants acknowledged the meaning of 
their adoption based on the perception of others. I also noticed how others placed 
emphasis on the meaning of their own perceptions. In other words, this step brought forth 
the differences in the meaning-making process for each participant. For some 
participants, others influenced their perception of being an adoptee tremendously and for 
other participants the adoptee themselves carried the responsibility of the meaning of 
their adoption. Allowing myself to become emerged by the data in each case, helped me 
to create a more conclusive picture of ways that individual participant experiences have 
connections through language. The process of double-listening and tedious data surfing 
naturally took me into Step 6.  
Step 6: Looking for patterns across cases. After completing Steps 1 through 5 by 
evaluating and analyzing each case during the data analysis process, I organized all cases 
on a large-scale table and looked for patterns across cases. Each table consisted of 
superordinate and subordinate themes regarding the participant’s lived experiences with 
adoption. According to Smith et al. (2009), the researcher should utilize the following 
questions to generate more inclusive themes relative to all cases: (a) What connections 
are present across cases? (b) How can themes in one case highlight themes in another 
case? and (c) What themes were most pertinent?  
Step 6: Personal notions. In this step, I first paid attention to which themes 
showed up multiple times for all participants. This demonstrated the most pertinent 




yourself/fighting back, (c) need to normalize, (d)acceptance and maturity, (e) having to 
earn parental love, (f) self-resilience, and (g) duality of experience. As I continued 
writing and identifying themes, some themes appeared clearly, and others began to fade. 
This made the process of writing up findings more organic. Because I conducted steps 
one through six in a systematic, chronological manner I had already generated a basis of 
knowledge for the data. This knowledge allowed me to cultivate those themes that 
directly answered my research questions.  
The results highlighted the importance of interpersonal and cultural connections 
in facilitating a well-grounded perceptive experience of being an adoptee. Through the 
deconstruction of societal anomalies coupled with the interpretation of participants 
themes, I identified a barrier for this participant group was being relegated to silence 
about adoption itself. Accepting the paradox that as adoptees they can be resilient despite 
high levels of vulnerability and lack of support during the adoption process was a major 
turning point for each participant. By deconstructing the higher-ranking cluster of 
dominant ideas into superordinate themes I was able to further modify meanings, 
reclassify some superordinate themes, and create subordinate themes. The repetitive data 
reading helped me ensure that I did not exaggerate my interpretations of the data. 
Furthermore, when I felt I needed more clarity, or may have misunderstood, I returned to 
the original text transcript to ensure more accuracy of my analysis. In this way, I was able 
to experience the double hermeneutic principle of IPA, by expressing my own accounts 




Role of the Researcher 
By conducting interpretative phenomenological research informed by a narrative 
lens, I took a participant-observer position in the research. Taking the posture of a 
participant-observer honored the particularities of being narratively oriented within the 
social constructionist framework. Narrative therapists believe that adopting a more 
“open-space conversation” allows for people’s concerns to be voiced and heard through 
collaborative dialogue (Smith & Nylund, 1997, p. 24). Smith et al. (2009) noted that IPA 
researchers are “open-minded, flexible, patient, empathetic, and willing to enter and 
respond to participants world” (p. 55). By conducting semi-structured interviews, I 
provided the a space in which participants could discuss the effects of their interaction 
with both myself and others in their lives without feeling a sense of embarrassment or 
blame.  
Narrative-oriented researchers also operate under the assertion that there are no 
“objective truths” in the world and that obtaining a position of curiosity can alleviate 
persons from blaming themselves for the events that story their lives (Smith & Nylund, 
1997, p. 7). Throughout the study, I recognized the potential for personal bias due to my 
own adoptive status. But in this study, once adoptees were given the opportunity to 
undergo interviews of a collaborative nature with a native of their community (the 
researcher) they felt empowered to disclose vulnerabilities in ways they had not been 
presented with previously. Becker (1992) stated  
the researcher’s goal––to get thorough descriptions of the interviewee’s everyday 
experiences of the phenomenon––is accomplished by sensitively and skillfully 




informant at ease and help him or her attend to and describe experiences without 
being evaluative. (p. 39) 
While analyzing data from a narrative lens within an IPA positional stance, I 
noted that the talk that took place in interviews was reflective of personal and 
collaborative interaction. Gibson and Brown (2009) stated that narrative analysis 
emphasizes how people create stories of their life and experiences. Narrative analysis 
concentrates on a small number of participants to generate detailed accounts in response 
to specific questions about their lives. In other words, the conversation in an interview 
provides insight into the researcher and the participants individual worlds. Hayes (2000) 
asserted that discourse analysis is interested in the participants personal understandings of 
a phenomenon coupled with the ways in which social discourse constructs the 
researcher’s questions and in turn the participants answers. 
Self of the Researcher 
As a researcher and Bahamian adult adoptee, I asked myself about the importance 
of inclusion of adoptees in the adoption process. The importance of studying the adoptee 
in The Caribbean was an issue that, even today, remains dominant in my life. My goal 
was to prioritize understanding the influence of social meaning on the narratives in 
people’s lives. I had to put my biases, personal experiences, and perspectives aside in 
order to conduct ethical sound research. One of the ways I circumvented and separated 
my emotions and feelings attached to adoption from those of my participants was through 
ongoing supervision during the study.  
As the researcher, I also implemented IPA (Smith et al., 2009), which is a 




IPA approach focuses on how people create meaning in their lives through stories or 
narrative descriptions of a cluster of life events (Creswell & Poth, 2018). According to 
Freedman and Combs (1996), social constructionism is the belief that interactions with 
others and meaningful events that take place throughout a lifespan socially construct a 
person’s interpersonal reality. The larger culture, their beliefs, morals, values, practices, 
experiences, and ways of being are the basis of the realities constructed by people.  
As the researcher, I considered adoptees narratives and social constructionism as 
guiding principles. I could see how adoptee interactions with others might greatly affect 
the adoptee’s experience and the larger culture. By gathering stories of adult adoptees 
throughout the Caribbean from a narrative therapy framework, I could expose the 
common themes that are similar. “Stories inform life. They hold us together and keep us 
apart. We inhabit the great stories of our culture. We live through stories. We are lived by 
the stories of our race and place” (Freedman & Combs, 1996, p. 32). The dominant 
narrative in the adoptees’ lives should be constructed by the adoptees themselves. By 
honoring their stories, I hoped to acknowledge that difference and similarities in each 
adoptee’s narrative can be celebrated. 
Addressing Validity in IPA 
Smith et al. (2009) stated that awareness and sensitivity to participants are central 
concepts that occur early in IPA research, which is demonstrated by the fact that the IPA 
researcher only chooses a specific participant’s that have insight about the phenomenon 
being studied. They also stated that choosing participants with homogeneous qualities 
demonstrates the researcher’s interest in being consistent and digging deeper into 




preferred results. Secondly, the amount of time that IPA data collection and analysis 
requires demonstrates the researcher’s dedication to the topic studied and the participant. 
Creating the interview schedule and tables throughout the analysis process demonstrates 
IPA is lucid process and creating balance between the researcher and the participants 
position is pivotal to IPA’S success.  
Smith et al. (2009) did not focus on reliability in IPA as a guiding principle; 
however, the six-step model in IPA analysis allows another researcher to follow specific 
necessary steps. Because IPA is double hermeneutic process, in that the researcher is 
making sense of the participants sense-making of the phenomenon, reliability in this case 
does not align with IPA’s purpose. If the experience of each participant was reproducible, 
then there would be nothing of relevance to study. Thus, since I wished to highlight a 
phenomenological abstraction of six detailed narratives, the validity in this study serves 
to represent the adoptees as a group. 
In order to ensure ethical quality within my study, I remained aware and followed 
the code of ethics by the American Association of Marriage and Family Therapy 
(AAMFT). I also maintained compliance with the Health Insurance Portability and 
Accountability Act (HIPAA). I followed the IRB rules for all countries involved in the 
study (The Bahamas, Jamaica, and Florida, Nova Southeastern University). Throughout 
the study, I acknowledged that sensitive topics could threaten the wellbeing or mental 
state of the participants. Therefore, I frequently checked in with each participant 
regarding their interest to continue in the study. I also provided each participant with 
referrals for mental health services in case they needed additional emotional support 




acknowledged my biases throughout the process. I remained thoughtful about my 
thoughts, feelings, and emotions and the transference process between the participants 
and me.  
Summary 
Caribbean adoptee voices are not missing in the existing research on the adoption 
phenomenon—both historically and currently. More recently, researchers have suggested 
that the silencing effects that have capitulated the adoptee experience have placed the 
family of adoption in rigidly, non-successive situations (Brodzinsky et al., 1998). 
Although existing research on adoption has not focused on the child to parent anomaly, I 
thoroughly examined the meaning systems that submerged in the adoptees sense making 
process. Due to the adoptees’ lack of empowerment in their adoption stories in the past, 
the specific experiences that encompass the adoptees story were highlighted through IPA 
(Smith et al., 2009), which is a qualitative research that is best used to help a researcher 
gather detailed accounts of persons lived experiences. Simply put, IPA allows the 
researcher to gain insight about how the phenomenon effects a participant’s life, and the 
ways in which the participant makes sense of the phenomenon’s ability to shape, 
influence, and effect their lives (Smith et al., 2009).  
I conducted the research with Bahamian and Jamaican adoptees. The recognition 
that no studies existed that highlight adoptee voices in The Caribbean guided me to (a) 
set the stage for needs of agency and policy reform, as well as (b) bring awareness to the 
effects that narrowminded social discourses have had on members of The Caribbean. 
Discourses and themes that pervasively and repeatedly showed up in existing research 




of functioning. Also, the effects of stereotypes and social discourse on social and 
economic factors in African American and Caribbean families (poverty, migration, 
importance of non-kin/external network support) showed mirroring effects.  
As a systemic family therapist this research was critical because the dialectic 
relationship completely excluded the adoptee experiences. As a family therapist, I 
recognize interaction and dynamic communicable transactions as primary sources of 
survival for every family and individual alike. My recognition of reliable, inclusive 
research strengthens clinical practices and treatment intervention for all populations. 
Despite the expansive reach of previous adoption research in the United States, this 
research can lead to further innovations and practices spearheaded by adoptees 
themselves. Adoptees are not victims or mere spectators awaiting adult resolution; 
instead they can participate in the conversation, and offer new, never-heard perspectives 




CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH FINDINGS  
In this chapter, I report the research findings and an in-depth inquiry of 
understanding into each participant’s experiences with adoption. I also present 
information about the significance of hearing the voices of these adoptees in order to 
holistically generate understanding of their lived experiences, and the meanings they 
attribute to those experiences. In this chapter, I display the results of the interviews I 
conducted with six participants who identify as adoptees from The Bahamas and Jamaica. 
Eight major themes emerged from the analysis of the conversations during the interviews. 
The themes were: (a) journey to self-identity, (b) advocating for yourself/fighting back, 
(c) need to normalize, (d) acceptance and maturity, (e) having to earn parental love, (f) 
self-resilience, (g) duality of experience, and (h) trauma and abuse. I also discuss major 
superordinate and subordinate themes that emerged during the data analysis process by 
using direct quotes from participant transcripts.  
Participant Profiles 
Using the Zoom video platform, I interviewed six participants for this study: four 
Bahamians and two Jamaicans. The ages of the participants varied slightly. Participants 
were between the ages of 25 and 38. All participants no longer lived within their adoptive 
homes, yet five out of six identified as maintaining an ongoing relationship with at least 
one adopted caregiver. In compliance with IPA, Table 1 reports the participant 
demographics that represented a homogenous sample and a generated detailed analysis 
for each participant involved in the study as described in Chapter III In the following 
section, I include detailed information about each participant. I designated a pseudonym 




identities. After the participant profiles, I provided data and descriptions regarding the 
emergent themes and the findings of the study analysis. I used italics to emphasize the 
evidence in my analysis and support my claims based on each participants transcript.   
Table 1. Participant Demographic Information 
Participants Place of Birth Type of Adoption 
Zoe  Bahamas Nuclear Family 
Marley  Bahamas Non-related 
Ruby  Bahamas Non-related 
Quinn  Bahamas Non-related 
Zuri  Jamaica Non-related 
Sarah  Jamaica Non-related 
 
Superordinate Themes and Subordinate Themes 
 
Eight major themes evolved from the analysis of participants’ interviews 
regarding their lived experiences with adoption, and the meanings they attributed to their 
experiences. All participants reported adoption as the most noteworthy event in their 
lives. The slight variance in age did not skew or dull their perception of adoption 
experiences. Still, the meanings that each participant credited toward current adoption 
experiences varied based on the age and method they had learned of their adoption, as 
well as their respective journeys toward self-acceptance. For example, some participants 
learned of their adoption as young teenagers from non-parental figures; others learned 
their adoption as their story from birth. All participants included descriptions of adoption 
experiences over a span of 20 years. 
All six participants also shared stories that demonstrated how their self-identity 
interconnected with their relationship with adoption. Furthermore, during childhood, they 
all viewed themselves as being invaluable persons with no sense of personal agency 




different phases of their adoption. Lastly, remaining relatively silent about their pain and 
adoption challenges, all six participants reported feeling powerless and different. The 
patterns found in each participant self-report shows that they developed ideas about their 
overall adoption experience based on other perceptions, views, and treatment of them as 
well as through the eyes of society.  
There was a slight variance in self reports of two participants because they had 
experienced physical, emotional, and verbal abuse with their adopted parents, and four 
participants reported no background of abuse. All participants experienced a duality of 
experiences (the good and the bad, the positive and the negative) in their adoption. 
According to each participant, they could not separate the duality of experiences, rather, 
the duality captured the complexity of their experiences. Table 2 presents the patterns I 
identified as superordinate and subordinate themes across all the cases. 
Table 2. Patterns across Cases 
Superordinate Themes Subordinate Themes 
Journey to Self-Identity Importance of authenticity 
Self-acceptance 
 Autonomy 
Embracing personal imperfection 





Need to Normalize Fantasies and dreams 
 Influence of Cultural Norms 
Daily treatment 
Acceptance and Maturity  Longing for parental support 
 Influential external support networks 
 Belonging 
Having to Earn Parental Love Life-long obligation to adopted parents 
 Unrelenting love 
 Pressure to succeed 
 Privilege  
Self-Resilience Hope and intertwining faith 
Duality of Experience Survival through Pain 




Curiosity versus internal and external barriers 
Judgement versus empathetic intelligence 
Trauma and Abuse Emotional and psychological distress 
 
In the follow section, I provide examples of the eight superordinate themes and 
provide excerpts from participant transcripts to demonstrate each theme. I italicized 
words in participants excerpts that support my claims and evidence my analysis of the 
data.  
Examples of Superordinate Themes 
Journey to Self-Identity 
The first major superordinate theme that emerged during my analysis process was 
journey to self-identity. All six participants made it explicitly clear that the meaning of 
their adoption experiences was a compilation of life circumstances that developed 
throughout their journey toward understanding themselves. Participants brought up the 
challenging process of discovering and revealing the experiences that shaped them as 
individuals. Participants experienced the process of continuous re-creation into better or 
different versions of themselves overtime. As individuals, participants brought up seeing 
themselves as dynamic, and having multiple identities. They noted that their multiple 
identities had different qualities and became invoked in different situations. All 
participants acknowledged that multiple identities acted as filters toward their perception 
and interpretation of their self-identity overtime. The subordinate themes that emerged 
within this superordinate theme were: (a) importance of authenticity, (b) self-acceptance, 
(c) autonomy, and (d) embracing personal imperfection.   
Importance of authenticity. All six participants mentioned that being adopted 




recalled that in their day-to-day lives they lacked the confidence to embrace themselves 
as adoptees however it became important for each participant to make sense of who they 
are separate from their biological traits. Participants described that learning of the 
importance of authenticity was both an individual process of reflection and a process that 
required validation in social, cultural, political, and economic contexts. As individuals, 
participants learned that the morals, habits, lack of virtues, and character of their 
biological families differed from their own. This created a distinction which allowed 
participants to value their ability to remain authentic to their genuine self.  
After seeking out contact with their biological family, both Marley and Zuri 
recalled being taken advantage of, lied to, and mislead. These experiences allowed 
Marley and Zuri to gain an appreciation for morals that encompassed their true selves 
rather than attempts to conform for connection with biological family. Marley said: 
My fraternal brother trafficked me to the United States, promised me a job, and a 
home. Me and my children ended up homeless for 9 months, he had no home, no 
job for me. So people that are blood aren’t always the ones to know who you 
really are or the ones to treat you the way you deserve. (p. 10)  
When I asked Zuri about how she learned to be her authentic self she said: 
My real mom, she wanted me get an abortion, she used drugs and men to get 
money. All she does is take advantage of people to get where she is. I’m glad I 
didn’t learn those traits from her and didn’t rely on her to teach me morals. I am 
me and I wouldn’t let her change that. (p. 14) 
Marley and Zuri became aware that connection to their biological family did not 




distinction between their biological traits and their acquired traits. In this case, Marley 
and Zuri’s words evidence their ability to recognize the importance of authenticity and of 
valuing their true selves.  
Self-acceptance. As I discussed participants journey to self-identity they all 
mentioned the gradual development of the importance of feeling accepted. Participants 
stated that before they were teenagers they lacked the ability to formulate a clear sense of 
self that did not rely on the acceptance of their caretakers. Participants described that 
when adoptive caretakers were unable or unwilling to communicate that participants were 
acceptable and valiant members of the family, adoptees had to follow their own path to 
self-acceptance. For example, Sarah said in order to accept herself she became a 
motivational speaker to encourage other adoptees struggling with adversities in their 
adoption. Sarah said: 
At first I couldn’t process how a biological parent could just hand over their kid to 
a stranger on the street but through telling my story on platforms to empower 
other people I realize its less about where you start but how I inspire others. (p. 7)  
Quinn described he was able to find self- acceptance as an adult despite his adopted 
mothers lack of communication. He said: 
No one helped me feel accepted and wanted when I was younger, no one talked 
me through my issues so I always felt as though I did not belong because I’m not 
really blood. I had to find my own worth and ways to make myself belong as an 
adult, through my own success. (p. 15)  
When I asked Ruby if there was anything that her adoptive parents did to help her toward 




As a teenager, I don’t think anything they did or said would have make me feel 
accepted or wanted anyway, you just feel like they are trying to make you feel 
better with words. It’s just part of the growth process. I had to find out who I was 
and accept my circumstances on my own terms. (p. 4)  
All participants found different methods for accepting themselves as adoptees; however, 
the majority of participants still noted that they continue to face self-acceptance issues 
today. As demonstrated, Sarah, Quinn, and Ruby all followed their own unique paths 
toward self-acceptance.  
Autonomy. Adoptees are not often empowered to make decisions surrounding 
their adoptive circumstances. Therefore, all participants experienced autonomy issues 
surrounding their need to perceive they had choices. Some participants brought up that 
they found ways to make sense of feeling empowered as adoptees, and other participants 
mentioned that not having the ability to act on their own volition post-adoption was a 
roadblock toward achieving feelings of self-empowerment. Sarah and Zuri spoke about 
autonomy in terms of having the empowerment to make their own choices post-adoption. 
Sarah said “It’s all about the power you have to choose and how you will finish your race 
irrespective of your adoptive circumstances” (p. 7). Zuri playfully described being a baby 
and charming her adoptive mother into choosing to adopt her. “I imagine when I first saw 
my mudda, I reach up my lickle hand and had a lickle twinkle in my eye and I was like 
“you gon be my mudda today, you not leaving me here” (p. 7). For Zuri imagining that 
she played a part in her mother’s choice to adopt her validated her role in her adoption 
circumstances, which made her feel autonomous. For Quinn, leaving home and becoming 




The pivotal point for me was going off to school on my own. I got to appreciate 
things more. Having that home team, behind me and friends I have but knowing 
that at the end of the day I have to accomplish this myself. (p. 4) 
Lastly, Zoe endured physical, mental, and emotional abuse from her adoptive caretaker 
and she had to practice self-determination and autonomy forcibly. Zoe said “I felt so 
disconnected with her and didn’t trust her that when I saw my first menstrual cycle , I 
didn’t even tell her. I just went in the cupboard and got what I needed” (p. 3). Most 
participant reports about methods of achieving autonomy differed; however, attaining 
autonomy was a recognizable characteristic that most participants identified needing 
toward journey of self-identity.  
Embracing personal imperfection. Embracing personal imperfection was 
another roadblock adoptees noted on their journey toward understanding themselves. 
Participants recalled that being grouped as a collective identity in a marginalized, tight-
knit community made it challenging for them to accept personal imperfections. Feeling as 
though they had an excessive amount of destitute circumstances compared to other 
members in their society created a barrier on their journey to self-identity. Zuri said:  
Everything that went wrong I attributed to being adopted. Anything negative was 
the groundwork for my overarching feelings of being adopted. Like damn, I’m 
already dark- skinned,  I’m already a woman, a minority, I have to be adopted 
too! It took a lot of learning to like the parts of me I hated. (p. 18) 
When I asked Zuri how she learned to like parts of herself she hated she explained “I 




Similarly Sarah said “Some people had standards for me that I could never have met. I 
am just one person, I don’t represent all adoptees” (p. 7).  
Zuri and Sarah both pointed out that after they created a distinction between 
society’s unrealistic demands, they embraced their own imperfections. Marley also 
mentioned that sustaining an overabundance of dreadful situations impacted her inability 
to embrace her imperfections. Marley explained “When my marriage failed I remember 
thinking my maternal and fraternal parents don’t want me, or my husband either! Those 
the people I was supposed to be wanted by. I remember feeling I was so flawed and 
defective” (p. 13).  
After Marley’s divorce and subsequent birth of her six children, she reflected on 
her personal challenge in adulthood toward feeling comfortable with her own capabilities.  
I looked outward for love, and approval when I was young. Don’t we all? As a 
child if I’m good I get approval and love. But as an adult and a mother I tell my 
kids, if you don’t love the worst parts of yourself , no one will love you. Self- love 
comes first. (p. 13)  
All participant reports demonstrated that feeling as though they had a higher level of 
adversarial circumstances made embracing personal imperfections harder. Still, most 
participants felt that embracing personal imperfections was an interpersonal challenge 
that they are still continuously working toward.  
 Advocating for Yourself / Fighting Back 
The second major superordinate theme that emerged during the analysis process 
was advocating for yourself/ fighting back. When discussing participants’ experiences 




vulnerability, they brought up behaviors they exhibited in order to survive their adoptive 
situations. Some participants reported adaptive behaviors, maladaptive behaviors, or the 
induction of silence. Some participants brought up needing to advocate and fight for 
themselves in order to survive dehumanization and objectification as adoptees. Therefore, 
three subordinate themes were identified within this superordinate theme. The 
subordinate themes were: (a) adaptive behaviors/mindset, (b) maladaptive 
behaviors/mindset, and (c)silence.  
Adaptive behaviors/ mindset. As I spoke with participants about their solutions 
to needing to advocate and fight for themselves as a form of survival in their 
environments, many noted adaptive behaviors or mindset. Participants stated that learning 
that persons in unadopted families also had to survive unpredictable circumstances 
normalized their experiences. Participants demonstrated adapting to their adopted lives 
through the recognition that other’s lives were not superior to their own. This was the 
case for Ruby, Zoe and Sarah. Ruby said “Transitioning into teenage years, I started 
valuing the family I was adopted into, especially since I noticed my close friends had 
broken households and even though I’m adopted I didn’t have a broken household” (p. 
3).  
Similarly, Zoe noted “Alot of people had money or other worldly things and 
didn’t have the type of loving relationship I had. Seeing other people compared to what I 
have made me appreciate my situation more” (p. 4). Likewise Sarah asserted “It occurred 
to me that people born in the perfect circumstance don’t have the support and care I had” 
(p. 10). Ruby, Zoe, and Sarah all showed qualities of adaptation of mindset once they had 




adapting social behaviors increased their ability to get along with people in their adoptive 
family with less conflict. For example, Ruby stated:  
I was so angry once I found about my adoption at first. I remember I started going 
to Sunday school just to connect with new friends and feel like I had support 
outside of my adopted family. In a way, I was trying to make another set of people 
like family to me. It didn’t make me get over my anger issues for my adopted 
family for hiding my adoption for so long but having new friends that understood 
me made life a bit easier at that time. (p. 9) 
Similarly, Sarah described extracurricular activities in senior high that endorsed her 
adaptive behavior: 
I was in music. I was a band member. And nobody ever came to anything. So that 
was my world. Senior high was my world. Like going to school was what I did. I 
went to school. I did music. I ignored the world. I didn’t want to be like them. I 
didn’t want to be around them. I just couldn’t wait for the day. It wasn’t hate or 
nothing. It was more like freedom. (p. 7) 
Therefore, both Ruby and Sarah’s talk shows their efforts toward adapting by 
increasing their social behaviors. Zoe’s case differed slightly in that she eventually 
voiced her notions toward fighting back when her adoptive caretaker forced her to call 
her mother in front of her friends. Zoe fought back by saying “You aren’t my mother, I 
won’t call you that” (p. 11). In this sense, Zoe asserted her effort to adapting to the 
demands of her environment by fighting back when she felt forced to show her affection 




Lastly, an adaptive mindset and self-talk played a role in many participants 
recollection of adapting to their identification of being an adoptee. Most participants 
acknowledged that because their adoption experiences were filled with interpersonal 
provocations that self-talk played a vital role in their ability to adapt throughout their 
adoption journey. Quinn, Zuri, and Ruby all described the process of metacognition that 
coincided with the complexities of their adaptive mindset. Quinn said “I’ve always felt 
that if no one got me , I got me. If they don’t feel I’m enough, I’m enough for myself. I 
had to grow myself tough, being adopted gave me this tough skin” (p. 9). Zuri also talked 
about adapting through self-talk. She shared “I thought everything could go wrong 
around me, I could lose everyone, nothing was certain. I told myself “Get over it, just get 
over it, you are good enough” that was my thinking (p. 10).  
Throughout the interview, Ruby mentioned that her mindset and attitude allowed 
her to adapt to her social surroundings. Ruby made it a point to note that her everyday 
interactions with her adoptive family were standard, they participated in social gatherings 
weekly. Still, she stated that at age 12, after she learned she was adopted and that her 
adoptive mother hid her adoptive status, her attitude created a separation between her, her 
family, and others. Ruby described her attitude after she learned of her adoption. Ruby 
said, “ I was passionate I knew I was adopted, like my attitude was you’re not gonna 
treat us adoptees like that you know just basically standing up for the rights of adoptees” 
(p. 7).  
These excerpts illustrate that participants advocated and fought back for 
themselves when they felt objectified as adoptees. It should be noted that many 




behaviors, and mindset as disrespectful; however, participants identified it as survival 
skill that helped them get along with people in their social environments.   
Maladaptive behaviors. Some participants noted maladaptive behaviors as a 
means of survival and sustainability in their adoption. Most participants acknowledged 
that they recognized the dysfunctionality and non-productiveness in maladaptive 
behaviors. Despite this fact, participants shared that maladaptive behaviors helped them 
alleviate fears and ambivalence within their adoption. In most cases participants ceased  
maladaptive behaviors after they noticed that such behaviors exacerbated their feelings of 
abnormality.  
For example, Sarah described using drugs and being promiscuous eased the pain 
of the challenge of adjusting to her adoption. Sarah said:  
I just constantly questioned how did I get to be in this house and why my mother 
would just hand me over to complete strangers? I ended up skipping school, 
smoking weed, being promiscuous, I was kicked out of high school too. (p. 15) 
Like Sarah, Marley, Zuri, and Zoe also noted their maladaptive behaviors as a response to 
fighting back to adverse environments early in their adoption and as a stress response to 
emotional abuse they endured. Marley said: 
I’ve always felt misunderstood. So I started to get rebellious. I ran away from 
home when I was about 13. Called the police on my mom’s boyfriend because I 
hated him. I wouldn’t do anything, I wouldn’t clean, I wouldn’t bathe, I neglected 
homework. I was just rebellious. (p. 6). 
When Zuri found out at age 11 that she was adopted, she said, “I searched for love in all 




and she learned of her adoption after finding her adoption papers hidden under her 
mother’s bed. Zoe described projecting her anger about the secret her adoptive mother 
kept from her toward other students by bullying at school. Zoe said “I never respected 
authority, I would trip and beat up little kids at school, throw tantrums, lie, cheat on tests. 
I was all around disrespectful, I had a lot of pain inside” (p. 16).  
Most participants eluded to the fact that age and method of learning of their 
adoption encouraged their maladaptive behaviors. In Sarah, Marley, and Zoe’s case 
maladaptive behaviors were more severe because they were told about or found out about 
their adoption during their teenage years.  
Silence. Participants related using silence to advocate for themselves by refusing 
to give power to the stigma about adoptees by talking about it. Participants explained 
they felt that verbally responding to ignorance of others regarding them as weak adoptees 
would be an act of complicity rather than empowerment. For most participants having 
one negative interaction after sharing their adoptive status exacerbated their silence 
altogether. For example, Ruby said “I’ve told people about being adopted and it was a 
negative experience. So after that I just kept my mouth shut” (p. 10).  
Other participants like Sarah used language to show that being silent was not a 
personal weakness, but instead a way for them to undermine cultural misconceptions, 
demystify dehumanization and objectification of adoption culture. Sarah noted: 
It was the ignorance of people that made me stop talking about my adoption 
altogether. I started avoiding the topic. Rather than give those stupid people the 
pleasure of embarrassing me, I just put a wall between me and other people. I 




In some cases, like Quinn being silent about their adoption impeded their social 
interactions with others. “I haven’t talked to a soul, not friends, not family, no one 
because I’ve always felt that no one could relate” (p. 8). Still, participants preferred the 
isolating effects of being voiceless to that of being misinterpreted and misunderstood. 
Quinn, Marley, Zoe, and Zuri remained silent about their adoption concerns and fears 
until this interview.  
When I asked each of them what led toward taking part in sharing their story at 
this point in their lives, they all suggested that for years they needed an outlet to speak 
their truth. Zuri commented on participating in the study after being silent all her life by 
saying “When I found out this was about people like me (adoptees), I said no one cares 
about people like me, no one talks about adoptees like me, so finally, this was my 
chance” (p. 14). Zoe’s case differed from other adoptee accounts because of the depravity 
of physical abuse she endured after she was adopted. In discussing her silence as a 
method of fighting back from the abuse in her adopted family, Zoe commented:  
So, the last straw with her was when she actually took a belt and she hit me with it 
and I just got so furious, and I said “stop hitting me with the belt,” and she pushed 
me over the couch. I remember it, and she was like “You're so rude.” And I told 
her “I'm not your child. Don't hit me like that.” After that, I just stopped talking 
all together, to survive another day with her I had to ignore my reality. I knew she 
would never love me, or accept me, so I decided not to give into her treatment. I 
just had to seem weak to get her to stop abusing me. (p. 9) 
In the excerpt above Zoe says, “I just stopped talking all together, to survive another day 




way to survive by adapting silence as a form of self-preservation. In this sense, Zoe’s 
adaptation exacerbated her silence and sense of isolation within her adoptive family. That 
being said, Zoe’s excerpt also demonstrates an assertion of her internal strengths and 
resources to withstand abuse. 
Need to normalize. The third superordinate theme that emerged in this study for 
all six participants was need to normalize. During the interviews participants discerned 
that not having a “normal” or “typical” family meant they were missing key elements of a 
chance to be loved and accepted. As participants described their experiences they all 
mentioned that the cultural expectations of what constituted a normal family life in their 
country affected their perception of themselves. Both Jamaican and Bahamian 
participants were outspoken about the need for society’s reformation and views about 
adoption to change which has increased their sensitivity to feeling “different.” Three 
subordinate themes were identified in the superordinate theme. These were: (a) fantasies 
and dreams, (b) influence of cultural norms, and (c) daily treatment.   
Fantasies and dreams. All participants acknowledged they dreamed or 
fantasized about living normal or perfect lives. In most cases, these fantasies and dreams 
allowed participants to envision and imagine exchanging their current lives for more 
preferred lives. Ruby and Marley’s excerpts show that they believed their biological 
families could fill the emotional and economic void they were currently experiencing. 
Therefore, they each described fantasizing and dreaming about a better life. Ruby said 
“So I fantasized about my real parents, like my mom and dad probably rich, they out 




they are” (p. 4). Marley also dreamed about her biological family “At 12, I was dreaming 
of this lavish life with my real family” (p. 9).  
At the age of 12, Marley learned of her adoption circumstantially. She recalled 
being full of rage, resentment, and disappointment at the betrayal she felt from her 
adoptive caretakers’ secret keeping. Thus, Marley’s fantasies were not only about her 
biological parents successful lives, but she imagined that they had already attempted to 
reconnect with her and that perhaps her adoptive mother was keeping another secret. 
Marley said “They probably wanted me back and tried and tried to love me and give me a 
perfect life after they figured out their lives, but she could have kept them from me. I 
wouldn’t be surprised” (p. 8).  
In both Ruby and Marley’s lives, the thematic quality of their description of 
dreaming, and fantasizing of a perfect life with real family demonstrated the importance 
of them imagining a more preferred life. Only Ruby and Marley noted fantasizing and 
dreaming consistently about their interest in reconnection and nurturing ties with 
biological family members. All other participants mentioned that fantasizing and 
dreaming was experienced as a passive thought.  
Influence of cultural norms. Throughout participant interviews, the complexity 
and inference of cultural norms became clear through the thematic language used to 
describe the impact that societal norms had on adoptee experiences. Participant accounts 
were so detailed and complex regarding cultural norms and need to normalize that 
qualities of being a strong black Caribbean member of society and the conflict between 
ethnicity, stereotypes, and success arose in many instances. Based on the thematic quality 




according to cultural stereotypes about adoption, they were regarded as disadvantaged 
members of society with less of a chance to succeed and contribute to society. Many 
participants recounted stereotypical beliefs that effected their experience.  
For example, when Marley recalled her adoption experiences in The Bahamas she 
stated “Adoption was kinda taboo in The Bahamas. It was like you were shunned. It was 
definitely tease- worthy” (p. 3). She went on to compare her perception of adoption based 
on her experiences after she arrived to America “In America, adoption is like “Oh my 
goodness, I love her! I love this kid ,it’s a big deal. But in The Bahamas it’s like “really? 
You adopted a kid? You poor soul” (p. 12).  
Ruby also mentioned receiving differential treatment related to sharing her 
adoptive status in The Bahamas versus America.  
When I was in The Bahamas, when I told people I was adopted, it was kind of 
like a very negative experience for me. I guess it's because it’s a small country 
and people are a little bit more narrow minded. And then when I got to the States, 
I didn't even say anything. It just came up in conversation. That's so-and-so was 
adopted, and I didn't have such a negative experience. It was actually very 
positive and, like, empowering, you know. (p. 13) 
Jamaican participants had not migrated to America, thus they did not 
comparatively have insight about that topic. Still, Jamaican participants brought up 
several concerns about the pressures of societal norms that effected the adoption 
phenomenon and their experience. Both Jamaican participants mentioned the pressure 
that women face to have a child at a young age. Participants believed that the pressure 




disproportionate number of abandoned and neglected babies, and those released for 
adoption in Jamaica.  
For example, Zuri said “Here in Jamaica, most men nah marry you till you prove 
say you can breed” (p. 11). Similarly, Sarah said “In Jamaica if you don’t have a baby by 
the time you are 19, people like oh you nah have no youth yet? and it’s all centered 
around disappointing the man to give him baby” (p. 3) . These excerpts illustrate that both 
Jamaican and Bahamian participant accounts displayed thematic qualities that represent 
the coercion and truism effect the experiences, choices, and perception of adoptees.  
In many cases participants also brought up legal issues and their concerns toward 
societal reform with adoption policies and practices. Marley, Sarah, and Zuri all reported 
their concerns about the informality of agency practices, inadequate social service 
support, and inflated wait time for placement of children in adoption. Marley discussed 
her unsettling feelings about informal adoption practices. In relation to cultural norms, 
Marley said: 
In Nassau Bahamas, even in the whole country, everyone knows everyone, 
especially back in the 80s. A lot of strings could be pulled. You can still pay 
money and get a baby or get rid of one just as easy. (p. 18)  
Sarah’s comments were complementary to Marley’s. Sarah discussed her concerns about 
Jamaica by saying: 
Our country hasn’t moved past the point where they understand that adoption is 
not just giving a child to someone that can feed and clothe them. In my case, no 
social worker ever came to follow up with me. I know for a fact people can just 




Lastly Quinn stated:  
Picture this, in the Bahamas if you have connections, a baby can simply be 
handed off, especially in the 80s, like me. Now, they are doing better but after you 
are adopted some people check for you and some don’t––I mean professionals. 
And no one talks about adoption in The Bahamas, there are no support groups or 
therapy. Things need to change but if no one cares about it they will never change 
for the better. (p. 2)  
Sarah’s report about adoption practices in Jamaica differed slightly as she 
acknowledged efforts child agencies were making toward formalizing adoption practices. 
Still Sarah’s talk confers with other participants, she recognized the influence of cultural 
norms on adoptees, ,adoptive parents and adoption at large. Sarah said: 
I think the informal, non-legal adoptions are way more prevalent than they should 
be. I believe that the child agency’s here in Jamaica are trying to have it more 
formalized but the process is so long that you end up seeing a lot of people just 
doing the informal adoption and never getting help from the professionals. 
Culturally, it’s just not something that’s spoken about. Sometimes parents want to 
hide it, sometimes kids want to hide it, and I was one of those kids. (p. 4)  
Embracing the influence of cultural norms clearly affects all aspects of participant 
experiences. Participant talk suggested that societal pressures, norms, and stereotypes 
affected the treatment they receive by both adoption professionals and other members in 
their society. This treatment has greatly affected participants discernment regarding the 





Daily treatment. Participant accounts varied regarding the treatment they 
received from both adopted parents and friends. Still all participants noted that daily 
treatment effected their subjective views and identification as an adoptee. Most 
participants like Quinn, Ruby, and Zuri stated that being treated the same as other family 
members normalized their adoptive identities. For example Quinn said “On the surface I 
don’t think I was treated any different from a regular family member” (p. 13). Likewise, 
Ruby said “I don’t think of myself as an adoptee, most times I don’t remember, it’s not at 
the forefront of my mind because no one in my family treats me adopted” (p. 4). Zuri’s 
comments paralleled Quinn and Ruby’s. She said “My friends don’t treat me any 
different, my parents don’t treat me any different. So my norm doesn’t operate in the 
space like I am an adoptee” (p. 18).  
All the above examples are exemplary of the importance of an instinctive 
recognition by each participant that if they received differential treatment in their daily 
lives it would have a negative effect on their self-image as adoptees. Despite the fact that 
Quinn and Zuri said they didn’t think their daily treatment from family was “different,” 
they indicated they often perceived or assumed they were being treated different because 
they were adopted.  
All other participant responses mirrored that of Quinn and Zuri. For example, 
when recalling interactions with her schoolmates, Marley said “If I wasn’t adopted, they 
wouldn’t have acted like that, I know they felt pity on me like ‘poor adopted kid’ but 
maybe I just thought that way” (p. 7). Zoe inferred that she often wondered and assumed 




they didn’t discuss private family topics or family inheritances around me because I’m 
not blood” (p. 9).  
Despite their hypothetical assumptions about being treated differently, all 
participants suggested that the reassurance and emotional support they received from 
their adoptive caretakers diminished their subjective concerns. Therefore, participant 
reports showed that the consistent daily treatment they received from both adoptive 
caretakers and persons outside of the adoption triad rooted their self-perception of 
identify as an adoptee. 
Acceptance and Maturity 
Acceptance and maturity surfaced as the fourth superordinate theme that was 
present in all participants’ recollection in this study. Participants reported that having at 
least one prominent, reliable supportive person in their lives helped to shape their ability 
to accept their adoptive status. In cases where participants felt lack of support and sense 
of belonging, they reported difficulty accepting being adopted and lack of ability to make 
responsible age-appropriate choices.  
There were differences in participant responses. Some participants noted that 
gaining acceptance and maturity developed overtime and others noted one-time 
interactions that shifted their perspectives about their adoption almost simultaneously. 
Thus, three subordinate themes emerged from this superordinate theme. Themes were: (a) 
longing for parental support, (b) influential external support networks over time, and (c) 
belonging.  
Longing for parental support. All participants mentioned the importance of 




regarding specific acts that they expected parents to undertake in order to demonstrate 
their parental support. For example, Sarah said “Just make the effort, not just financially 
but if she came to my sports events and all my academic achievement awards it would 
have made all the difference” (p. 8). Zoe shared that her adopted mother was not good at 
expressing her affection in any aspect of her adopted life. Still, Zoe longed to receive 
more support outside of words of affirmation from her adopted mother. She said “What 
would have been most important was having a support system. I just needed her to prove 
her love to me. She didn’t have to say the words , just be there” (p. 2).  
Marley endured molestation by a family member at an impressionable age and 
ended up in an abusive relationship at the age of 17, thus her experience differed from 
other participants. Marley stated her need for a father figure after enduring the trauma of 
molestation was dire. She described how she tried to fill the void of lack of parental 
support and ended up in an abusive relationship as a result. Marley said,   
My adoption was to a single mother. I didn’t have a father figure growing up. 
Remember I was molested too, anyway I needed to find love from a male figure 
and I was willing to receive any type of love from whoever. I ended up in an 
abusive relationship because of it. The least bit of love he showed me was enough. 
This might sound creepy, but I think my first husband felt more like a father than 
a companion. (p. 12) 
All participants relayed different examples of what they needed to feel they were 
gaining support of adoptive parental figures (motivation, more quality time, financial or 
emotional support, attendance at successive events). This showed that although 




parental involvement they had higher levels of self-acceptance and were more successful 
in their life endeavors. 
Influential external support networks overtime. All participants reported that 
during adulthood connection to external support networks outside of their adoptive 
family influenced their experience. Participants also recalled that making choices about 
generating healthy, non-toxic relationships posed difficulty considering trust issues post-
adoption. This was the case for Ruby who discussed the challenges coupled with the 
importance of connecting to social support outside of her adoptive family. Ruby said: 
It was a process of trial and error, learning to trust after being burned by my 
adopted family was so hard. I didn’t know who to trust, I made some unhealthy 
friendships but as I became a woman I figured out which people were right for me 
and which ones were wrong. (p. 16)  
Ruby’s talk demonstrated the analytic quality of her difficulty establishing a healthy 
external support network. On the other hand, participants like Sarah mentioned a one- 
time interaction with a mentor that helped her overcome difficult life circumstances. 
Sarah described how this interaction was so powerful that it provided her with hope, a 
shift in perception, and a new insight about her future. Sarah said:  
At about age 17 when I got kicked out of high school, I read a book by Ben 
Carson called Gifted Hands and I recognized that he, too, was considered an out-
of-control teenager and he had some anger problems because his dad had 
abandoned him and his mom and his little brother.. And he came to a summer 




really feel that was the time when I started to mature a little bit and look at life 
differently. (p. 11)  
So, when Sarah described how her mentor’s challenges paralleled her own, she showed a 
perceptive shift and new way of understanding her own experience.  
Zoe’s report differed from other participants. When Zoe and I discussed what 
helped her overcome times of isolation and loneliness she reported that external support 
networks overtime were critical to help her through times of stress. In Zoe’s case, having 
a support network of distant family, friends, co-workers, and peers enhanced her self-
esteem and improved her ability to cope with life situations. Zoe said: 
I have a mentor, friends, coworkers and some family that lives abroad that have 
helped me get through every adverse situation in my life. I eat, sleep and breathe 
them. When I was doubtful, and feeling sorry for myself, they would uplift me. (p. 
7) 
Zoe’s words “When I was doubtful, and feeling sorry for myself they would uplift me” 
demonstrated the significance that influence of external support networks play in 
participant lives.  
All participants mentioned that cultivating their social support network reduced 
their stress level and improved their mental health. Participants made it clear that they did 
not always discuss stress-related circumstances regarding their adoption; however, simply 
having an external support network helped them embrace their adoption.  
Belonging. All participants reported that feeling a sense of belonging played an 
important role in seeing value in their lives. The descriptive quality of the participants’ 




reported various environments they felt a sense of belonging. Some participants said 
feeling belonging with one or two people gave them a sense of satisfaction while others 
noted feeling connected to people all over the world fulfilled their need to feel they 
belong. When Quinn and I talked about what made him feel a deep connection and sense 
of belonging in his adoption he stated: 
It’s like when people get deployed in the army. All they have is one picture of 
someone that cares about them back home. And that picture helps them get through 
adverse, dramatic situations. For me , that picture was my mom. (p. 5) 
 To Quinn, the bond and inseparability he experienced with his adopted mother solidified 
his sense of belonging.  
Sarah’s testimony differed slightly because in adulthood she became a 
motivational speaker and adoption advocate. Thus, it was important for Sarah to feel she 
belongs to the larger community and worldwide. Sarah talks about sharing her adoption 
story on social platforms like FaceBook and Instagram. She said:  
Being adopted comes with deep seeded challenges, you don’t feel like you fit in 
with the places or people around you. When I give speeches and talk to orphaned 
children, their worlds don’t make sense, that used to be me. I help them feel 
understood, and in turn I make connections to people all around the world that are 
going through the same hardship I went through with my adoption. (p. 8)  
Sarah’s comments demonstrated that she found self-value in sharing her adoption story 
and in cultivating awareness for other people with similar challenges. The analytic 
quality of the participants’ accounts shows that with a sense of belonging they felt more 




Lastly, Zoe demonstrated her feelings of safety in her adoption by saying “I knew 
no matter what I did or said I was valued, and it was safe to trust my adopted mom” (p. 
7). In this case, Zoe felt that her personal relationship with her adopted mother had a 
special closeness that could not be threatened or diminished. Through this sense of safety 
and security Zoe felt she belonged.  
Having to earn parental love. The fifth superordinate theme that emerged in this 
study was having to earn parental love. During the interviews each participant reflected 
on their relationship with their adoptive caretakers that demonstrated receiving love, but 
feeling they had to earn their love or not be loved at all. For some participants this 
resulted in them needing unconditional acceptance later on in their lives that they did not 
receive from adoptive caretakers. In some cases this self-perception made it difficult for 
each participant to receive or reciprocate any form of intimate attachment. Participants 
indicated that they also felt the obligation to succeed in life because they were fortunate 
enough to be adopted. Participants brought up extreme feelings of pressure to be great at 
everything which often caused them to feel more fearful of failure, and more critical of 
themselves. Four subordinate themes emerged which included: (a) life-long obligation to 
adopted parents, (b) unrelenting love (c) pressure to succeed, and (d) privilege.  
Lifelong obligation to adopted parents. Although children have no moral 
obligation toward their parents there are suggestive duties that are implied by parental 
boundaries, roles, and rules. Children in both Jamaica and the Bahamas are most often 
relinquished for adoption due to separation of family, neglect, and abuse (Saunders, 
1990). Therefore, all participants reported feeling an obligation to respect, obey, abide by 




cases, participants dictated that the mere fact that they were lucky to be adopted reflected 
a common sentiment that they should be grateful for their circumstance. No participants 
said adopted parents verbally told them of their obligations toward their parents. Rather, 
participants had their own inclinations toward feeling fortunate enough to be adopted 
rather than left in orphanages, foster homes, and without adequate parental care. Zuri 
expresses her responsibility to her adopted mother by stating “I have an obligation to my 
mom to go above and beyond since she went above and beyond for me. She picked me 
over other kids” (p.8). When I asked Zuri if her obligation was connected to her adoption 
she said “ Yes, I’m even more grateful for what I have because if I wasn’t adopted I 
wouldn’t have the friends or family I have my life would be a whole 360” (p. 8). Zuri’s 
reflections on her value of family, friends, and what her life could have been generated a 
feeling of obligation to excel for her mom.  
On the other hand, because Quinn was his adopted mother’s only chance of being 
a parent, he recognized the importance of parenting for her. The empathy and 
understanding Quinn generated for his mother created a sense of obligation. Due to 
Quinn’s mothers divorce, Quinn also felt that he had to step up as a man and had a 
responsibility to care for his mother. Quinn said:  
The divorce and being adopted, my mom couldn’t have kids and she was 
husband-less, a single mother with little help. So I felt this obligation towards 





He continued by saying “They had other kids they were considering, but they chose me. I 
appreciate that. Something made them choose me. I have some type of responsibility 
towards them now” (p. 14).  
Marley also mentioned the importance of being chosen: 
My mother she chose me, out of I would assume more than one person, adoption 
candidate. She chose me and so at first I believed nobody wanted me , I’m not 
going to be worth it to anybody. But over the years my adoptive mother she is my 
rock. She chose me. I had to love her for that. (p. 15)  
For Zuri, Quinn, and Marley being chosen for adoption intensified their feelings 
of lifelong obligation to their adopted parents. The descriptive quality of their words 
connected to why they each felt they had to earn parental love. Not being able to fathom 
what life would have been without adoption intensified their need to earn parental love.  
Unrelenting love. Most participants gave examples of the importance that 
unrelenting love played in their relationship with adoptive parents. Unrelenting love was 
implied by participants’ descriptions that the love they received was constant and 
unwavering despite times they felt it was undeserving. Marley described how her poor 
choices may have resulted in lack of love from others, but instead, her adopted mother 
showed her unrelenting love.  
My adoptive mother she loved me regardless of how anybody else felt. She was 
there. To any other adoptive mother I would have been a disgrace because she 
knew my potential. I ended up with a divorce and 6 kids. But she embraced them 




On the other hand, Sarah described moments she witnessed unrelenting love from 
her mother that cemented her feelings of obligation to stop acting out. Sarah noted:  
When I was acting out , I heard my mother’s friend telling her to send me away. 
And my mother was like “No I can’t do that because God gave her to me to raise” 
Hearing her say that was a pivotal point for me, that she actually really, really 
wanted me. (p. 6) 
For Sarah, hearing her mother’s unrelenting love inspired her to behave more 
responsibly.  
Quinn was one of the only participants that reported feeling unconditional love 
almost daily, which he noted, improved the quality of his daily life. “My adoptive parent 
she’s the best, I was fortunate to have a great childhood and someone who actually loves 
me unconditionally. I was reminded of it everyday” (p. 5).  
Lastly, during the interview Marley made a distinction between a mother and an 
adoptive mother several times. Although not stated implicitly, the thematic quality of 
Marley’s distinction between an adoptive mother and a mother showed she felt resolute 
love from the only mother she knew. Marley said “The shift was when my mother 
showed me that she was my mother. That’s it. She wasn’t my adoptive mother, She was 
my mother, period” (p. 6).  
Unrelenting love cemented participants’ need to earn parental love because they 
recognized the fierceness of the love they received. Again, the quality of participants’ 
discussion differed dramatically; however, each participant emphasized the importance of 




Pressure to succeed. Most participants mentioned feeling pressure to succeed in 
life endeavors due to being fortunate enough to be adopted. This pressure to excel was 
often noted in the examples participants shared about expectations of success in 
academics, sports, social circles, and in choosing lucrative professions. Not only was 
there pressure to succeed but some participants stated they perceived they had to be 
perfect to gain parental support. This was the case for Marley who said: 
My thought was this. These people that are adopting, they want the best. They feel 
like you should give them 100 percent squeaky clean because you are indentured 
to them. They are doing you a favor by adopting you right? That’s their mentality. 
And so when you mess up, their first thought is not to help you past your pain, but 
remind you of their sacrifices. (p. 12)  
Marley’s recollections were based purely off her subjective perception of her adopted 
parents expectations. Still stating “They feel like you should give them 100 percent 
squeaky clean demonstrates analytic qualities on feeling she needed to be perfect.”  
Correspondingly, Zuri spoke about feeling bound to succeed and be perfect 
because she had a difficult background. Zuri said: 
They didn’t have to choose me or pick me. I’m sure there were plenty kids there 
that were more deserving or had easier rap sheets than me. But they got me so I 
sometimes feel like they want me to meet these impossible expectations. (p. 6)   
The pressure that Marley and Zuri felt to earn parental love through succeeding 
was clear during my analysis. They both showed the quality of feeling pressure to meet 




example of how she was pressured to succeed and compared to another family member 
overtime. Zoe stated: 
I had this cousin. We are the same age. I was in the top stream and he was in the 
bottom stream. He was constantly in trouble with the law. He didn’t do homework 
he was so rude, disrespectful, and lazy. But he was good at sports. Still, they put 
pressure on me to be like him. They constantly compared my talents to his. I 
always felt they were trying to  forcing me to be like him. Even though I was 
really smart they pressured me to be like him. (p. 5) 
Being constantly compared and ridiculed by her adoptive caretakers left Zoe feeling 
pressure to succeed. This pressure to succeed effected all participants efforts toward 
making attempts to gain parental support.   
Privilege. Feeling privileged also emerged as a subordinate theme in most 
participant reports. I relation to needing to earn parental love, most participants stated 
they felt that being adopted gave them a special right or advantage that unadopted people 
did not receive. In many cases, this privileged feeling was accompanied by participants 
having opportunities such as access to private education, no student loans, an adopted 
mother and father figure in their home, and all their essential needs met. Each participant 
used the word privilege to show the appreciation they felt about their adoptive 
circumstances.  
For example, Zuri said “Suppose somebody never come and adopt me. I live a 
very privileged life, and I don’t like discomfort. I occasionally visit children’s homes and 
I couldn’t live like that” (p. 13). Similarly, Ruby noted “My life has been pretty good. As 




those of Zuri and Ruby, he stated “I’ve traveled, dined, I got a master’s degree and left 
with no student loans. That’s a big deal, I’ve been lucky to be so privileged. If I wasn’t 
adopted I probably wouldn’t have gotten any of that” (p. 18).  
Zuri’s case differed slightly.  Her recollections of privilege induced a temporary 
sense of fear of failure. She brought up hypothetical examples of what might have 
happened if she fell short of her parents expectations after living such a privileged life. 
Zuri said “I couldn’t imagine failing after being given all the tools to succeed. I was 
scared that if I failed they might disown me, love me less, or even worse regret bringing 
me home altogether” (p. 6). Thus, to most participants taking advantage, showing 
appreciation, and succeeding in life situations meant they had earned parental love and 
made the best of their privileged circumstances.  
Self-Resilience 
Self-resilience emerged as the sixth superordinate theme when participants 
discussed trauma, adversity, and stresses related to being an adoptee. When discussing 
the day-to-day nuances and the impact of more lasting traumatic events, all participants 
recalled the strong emotions and flood of thoughts that exacerbated their doubts in life- 
changing situations related to their adoption. All participants shared stories evidencing 
ways that the hope and confidence they instilled in God helped them adapt to stressful 
situations. The adverse events that all participants experienced at some point in their 
adoptive journey were accompanied with pain and difficulty. Still each participant shared 
how their relationship with God had a transitionary effect whereby their faith allowed 




one subordinate theme emerged from the superordinate theme, which was hope and 
intertwining faith.   
Hope and intertwining faith. The subordinate theme of hope and intertwining 
faith emerged from participants ability to be self-resilient in adverse situations. All 
participants discussed their earnest anticipation and expectation that they would 
overcome difficult situations by believing in God. This belief of achieving a better 
situation was understood analytically as the hope that participants embodied. Faith was 
understood as the trust and confidence that participants instilled in God toward helping 
them prevail and see more desirable outcomes. Overall the subordinate theme of hope 
and intertwining faith was seen by participants complete trust in God regarding the future 
of their adoptive circumstances.  
Zuri stated “My Christianity, it grounded me” (p. 16). Zuri’s strength to be self-
resilient stemmed from her fulfillment in her relationship to Christianity and belief in 
God. Ruby described how being a Christian helped her work through psychological 
challenges by saying “And then certainly after I became a Christian, or a born again 
Christian, I definitely did lots of work on rejection and abandonment and where that was 
coming from, my faith in God helped my persevere” (p. 9).  Zoe comparatively showed 
how she was able to combat her negative thoughts about herself with her faith in God 
when she  said “I’ve believed I’m ugly, I’m less than. I’m not wanted. But I’ve also 
believed that God is merciful and that I’m extremely blessed” (p. 11). Zoe was also the 
only participant to endure six years of emotional and physical abuse in a kinship 
adoption. Despite her feelings of pain, trust issues, and psychological damage due to the 




God’s plan. Zoe went on to say, “I believe God allowed her to take me and I had to suffer 
all those years of abuse so God could place me where I am now. It was part of Gods 
plan” (p. 5). The solidity that hope and faith provided participants becomes especially 
clear in Zoe’s excerpt. Zoe has reframed her understanding of enduring years of suffering 
abuse as God’s plan to procure her a better future.  
All participants further demonstrated the qualities of self-resilience in recollection 
of adoption experiences to through their trust in God. I discerned that despite that lack of 
support from social support workers mentioned by participants earlier in interviews faith 
and hope provided them with the empowerment and confidence to be self-resilient.  
Duality of Experience (The Good and The Bad) 
The seventh superordinate theme that emerged from my analysis with all 
participants was duality of experience. All participants brought up the positive and 
negative sides of their adoption experiences. The juxtaposition and paradox of each 
participant’s experience of survival through their pain and coping with their various 
circumstances became evident in participant reports. Also, each participant shared that 
although their adoption was full of moments of pain, traumatization, fear, rejection, and 
regret, they also had moments of joy, hope, faith , feelings of belonging, and acceptance. 
Participant reports made it explicitly clear that the negative and positive experiences were 
intertwined and could not be understood separately. All participants described how they 
recently perceived the duality of their experiences within the process of transcendent 
growth, and psychological adaptation. The four subordinate themes that emerged from 




experiences intertwined (c) curiosity versus internal and external barriers, and (d) 
judgement versus empathetic intelligence. 
Survival through pain. The first subordinate theme that emerged from 
participant reports was survival through pain. Throughout interviews, participants 
mentioned that particularly during major life events and stages they noticed the need for 
them to survive through painful situations. Participant reports varied regarding their 
emphasis on the hardship of surviving or the devastation of pain inflicted by others. For 
example, Marley’s report focused on the well-meaning actions of her adopted mother to 
help her survive after the trauma of leaving her abusive husband. She stated,  
When I finally left my husband, I had little babies they were 4, 5, and 1. And my 
mother picked me up and I was dragging slippers and tattered. I was that wife that 
her husband mistreated. And it was the most painful birth because I was starting 
life all over. And I was so sorrowful and painful. My adoptive mother, she 
thought I was going to commit suicide. I don’t remember her ever once sleeping, 
she didn’t , she stood by my door. Well rebirth it was a rebirth because I was 
starting life over as an individual. (p. 15). 
Marley’s excerpt showed that she felt viciously torn down by the abuse of her 
husband but she survived her pain through the support of her mother. Her words about 
experiencing a rebirth show the explicit value of renewal and revival of self after 
surviving the pain of her abuse. Marley also shared that she refused to allow the pain she 
endured to define  and shape her. Instead, she chose to adopt an attitude of learning to 




my saving grace. Life-saving. I could have ended up dead, but I survived, so it saved my 
life” (p. 15).  
Zoe also reflected on her survival through pain, but her self-report differed 
because it focused on the negative actions that her adopted parents inflicted on her rather 
than her self-ability to survive. Zoe said: 
She didn’t want me, she wasn’t financially able to have me, she didn’t know to 
love me so she inflicted more pain. She was pregnant so I was just her maid 
cleaning up her vomit and cleaning her house. Her and her husband were 
constantly fighting, he didn’t want me there either. I had to survive through all 
this dysfunction. (p. 4)  
Zoe was the only participant to mention sustaining physical, mental, and emotional abuse 
over an extended period. Thus, during the interview she often mentioned that she was still 
processing, coping and healing from the emotional trauma she suffered.  
Lastly, when I asked all participants what a picture of their adoption experience 
would look like, they gave similar reports. Each participant described a picture with dark 
and light colors and images. Each participant also described powerful representation or 
symbols that showed change from painful depictions toward hope, positive 
transformation, and new beginnings in life. For example, Quinn described his adoption 
journey picture by stating “My adoption picture is a tree at full bloom. There are 
willowing leaves on the ground to represent my past thoughts. And now the tree is full 
grown and strong” (p. 14). Similarly, Sarah said “My picture would start at the beginning 
with a bit of mud, and dark scenery, then a huge caterpillar would come out of the ground 




and Sarah’s duality of experience became clear through their use of imagery to 
metaphorically describe the past and current meaning of their adoption.  
Negative and positive experiences intertwined. While discussing the all-
inclusive experience of being an adoptee in The Caribbean, participant reports varied 
dramatically. Some participants used elaborate examples of interactions that contributed 
to the remembrance of negative and positive moments in their life. For example, Marley 
shared an illustrative story that impacted her overall adoption experience. Marley said,  
One time I overheard my favorite uncle say “She’ll never be like us, she has other 
people’s DNA, she’ll always be different” and that stuck with me because I knew 
I was adopted and would always be an outsider to him. But my mother got 
defensive and stood up for me. She told him DNA didn’t make family, love 
makes family. Hearing her say that meant the world but also crushed me, I felt I 
had brought conflict between them and I really admired him , well at least up to 
that point. (p. 5).  
During Marley’s interview, I noticed that as she described ways the interaction 
affected her negatively and positively, her posture and facial expression changed based 
on the emotional state she was describing. For example, when she said “Hearing her say 
that meant the world, but it also crushed me” (p. 5), Marley’s facial expression changed 
from content to sorrowful. All other participants’ body language was also more 
distinctive during the discussion of overall adoption experiences. Still, they all used 
different subject-related language to describe their impression of their adoption.  
For example, Zuri provided a more general description of her view of her 




adoption was just be a journey full of good and bad times” (p. 8). Zuri’s response implied 
more of a balance of complementary forces. For her, positive experiences outweighed the 
negative, so, as she talked, I noted she had a very relaxed posture and was smiling 
throughout her talk. On the other hand, Zoe’s overall adoption experience yielded more 
negative than positive results. Zoe stated “My adoption wasn’t good but I know other 
people who were adopted and they are doing super well. The odds were just against me” 
(p. 6). Despite the disadvantages Zoe encountered, she still acknowledged the positive 
and negative aspects of adoption for others.  
Lastly, Ruby used the metaphor of smoke and mirrors to describe her good and 
bad experience with adoption. She said:  
My adoptive family even though they made a lot of mistakes with me, treated me 
bad in many ways, they wanted me to be exposed to what I needed. They were 
smoke and mirrors . But the smoke and mirrors were good ones- it was church 
based. You went to church every single Sunday, did clubs and extracurricular 
activities. (p. 13)  
When I asked Ruby to explain what the experience of smoke and mirrors was in her life, 
she said “Me being adopted was meant to help me but in fact it was mostly hurtful. So 
my adoption itself was smoke and mirrors, it confused me, and deceived me” (p. 14). 
Unlike other participants Marley struggled to find words to precisely narrate her negative 
and positive experience; however, her use of metaphor allowed me to delve deeper into 
ways she perceived, categorized, and even made comparisons to different aspects of her 
adoption. Therefore, I recognized the duality of each participants experience differed in 




meant that, throughout the analysis process, it was only by understanding  the relational 
quality of both negative and positive experiences that I could truly recognize the totality 
of each participant’s experience.  
Curiosity versus internal and external barriers. In terms of reconnecting to 
kinship familial ties, some participants mentioned that it was arduous to neglect the 
curiosities that had about connecting. In all cases, participants felt their curiosities were 
stunted by internal boundaries (doubt, guilt, fear), or external boundaries 
(discouragement from adopted family, challenge of locating records due to poor data 
keeping). Quinn shared that around his birthday he often revisits feeling of being curious 
about his birthparents but allows these feelings to dissipate due to his own fear of 
disappointment. Quinn said:  
Even though I was adopted from birth, a part of me still want to know where I 
come from. I think it’s something I struggle with yearly. It crosses my mind 
though what if they still addicted to drugs and alcohol. (p. 4)  
Quinn’s statement not only shows his curiosity but also the internal boundary he placed 
on choosing not to search for his biological parents as a form of self-protection. The 
duality of his experience can be seen through his internal struggle of desire to connect 
versus hesitation toward connection.  
Rather than internal boundaries, Ruby and Zoe discussed external boundaries that 
hindered their curiosity to connect with kin. Ruby said: 
When I was a teenager, I wanted to meet my birth parents but my mom told me I 
would have to track down records in the Bahamas that probably didn’t exist. And 




me as this privileged black girl and ask me for money. So I just put a pause on it, I 
was discouraged. (p. 18)  
Zoe also mentioned lack of record keeping as a barrier toward fulfilling her curiosities. 
Zoe noted, “There’s a lot of things missing from my childhood I wanted to connect with, 
I feel kinda lost. I’ve been trying to get records but there’s no proper documentation of 
anything in this country” (p. 2).  
Ruby and Zoe’s assertions further showed how they experienced a duality of 
experiences. They both described feeling dispirited to fulfill their interests in connecting 
to kin due to external barriers. Through interactions with others they recognized that 
connecting may induce negative or positive encounters. This dulled and stunted their 
curiosities to connect with members of kin. 
Judgement versus empathetic intelligence. Almost all participants mentioned 
that in adulthood they had acquired a sensibility toward  the challenges that their birth or 
adopted parents faced. Judgement versus empathetic intelligence emerged as a 
subordinate theme because participants generated a like-mindedness with parents even in 
cases where they previously felt neglected or unwanted. Quinn spoke in depth about the 
transformation of his relationship with his adopted parents and birth parents. Although 
Quinn was adopted at birth, he seemed to have a sensitivity towards how difficult his 
birth parents’ choices must have been. Quinn said: 
I used to be hateful about it, but now I think my birth dad, he was just a young 
dude going through puberty. And my birth mom she did the best she could with 




really heart-broken to lose me but she was reassured I was going to a good family. 
(p. 5)  
Quinn described being hateful, but he has also become aware of the hardships of being 
young parents. This has helped Quinn relinquish his judgment and accept his 
circumstances.  
Zuri’s birth mom was also in her early teens. Now that Zuri is an adult, she has 
gained a new level of self-awareness that allowed her to understand her biological 
mother’s choice of adoption. Zuri said: 
My adopted mom told me she was very young when she had me, at first I was 
angry and now that I am an older woman and I understand how important money 
and family structure is I think it took a lot of courage for her to give me up. It 
must have been really sad for her/ (p. 14)  
Zuri’s words “at first I was angry. It must have been really sad for her” show the 
descriptive quality of judgement versus empathetic intelligence. Zuri’s words show she 
had gained a sense of understanding about the hard plights one might encounter in life. 
As a result, Zuri gained a new sense of empathy for her biological mother’s choices. 
Trauma and abuse. Trauma and abuse was the eighth superordinate theme to 
emerge during the analysis. Marley and Zoe were the only two participants that endured 
physical abuse from adopted caretakers; however, all other participants acknowledged the 
emotional and psychological distress that accompanied their adoption experiences. That 
being said, emotional and psychological distress emerged as a subordinate theme. Some 
participants mentioned distressing events that occurred post-adoption and others 




mental distress. Nonetheless, all participants reported experiencing slight or extreme 
traumatic stress reactions at some point in their adoption journey. 
Emotional and psychological distress. As noted earlier, Marley and Zoe were 
physically, emotionally, and mentally abused post-adoption. Marley was also molested at 
a young age by a friend of the family. Both Zoe and Marley remained in their adopted 
family after the abuse for at least six years, thus the emotional and psychological distress 
they suffered often induced extreme shameful feelings, altered their behaviors, and made 
them endure intensely confused cognitive changes. Marley described that after being 
molested, ignoring the sexual assault altogether exacerbated her emotional and 
psychological stress. Marley said:  
I was sent to live with my grandmother for six years. But within that six years I 
was happy until a friend of the family molested me. My adopted mother found out 
and took me back to continue living with her. We never spoke about it again. As if 
it never happened. That was really numbing  it made me withdraw from family 
and friends. I was depressed too. (p. 2)  
For Marley, being silent about the abuse reinforced the message from her adoptive family 
that she was not emotionally safe.  
The abuse Zoe endured was different to Marley, but it still had dire effects that 
resulted in psychological trauma. Zoe said:  
I always felt hungry and starved, I never felt full. Going to school with three 
dollars in my pocket couldn’t full me. And she had two biological kids of her won 
younger than me and she deprived me of food, but gave them a full plate. She 




and she had a car. She made me suffer, honestly I went through a bout of 
depression and anxiety because of her. (p. 6) 
Zoe’s description of the abuse and neglect she endured were vividly specific. She 
implicitly stated that she went through “a bout of depression and anxiety.”  
In this case, it is inevitable that Marley and Zoe’s claims to the psychological and 
emotional damage they suffered are still felt. On the other hand, Sarah had been told 
about her biological mother’s efforts to abort her. This left Sarah feeling unwanted and 
dispensable. Sarah said “My real mom tried her endeavor best to kill me, to get rid of me, 
even after birth. She abandoned me twice and tried to suffocate me by stuffing a guinep 
seed down my throat to kill me” (p. 9). These were stories that were told to Sarah in her 
adulthood yet still they had an impressionable effect of her psychological well-being. In 
the interview, Sarah described the confusion and perplexity she felt after hearing stories 
of her mother’s attempts to kill her. In conclusion, Sarah described feeling emotionally 
scarred by the stories of her mother’s treatment toward her. It should be noted that for 
most participants, trauma and abuse was not a daily experience; however, many 
participants continue to cope with the residue of psychological and emotional trauma to 
date.   
Summary 
In this chapter, I presented the results of the interviews I conducted with four 
participants from The Bahamas and two participants from Jamaica who identified 
themselves as adoptees. I also presented each superordinate theme alongside the 
corresponding subordinate themes. I italicized words from participant excerpts to 




provided multiple excerpts from each participant to show how the participant sample 
collectively cultivated themes found in the research analysis. Throughout each section I 
included information that provided insight into my conclusive process toward personal 
interpretation of the data collected. I believe inclusion of an in-depth inquiry into 
understanding my analysis process of each participant’s experiences with adoption 
enhanced my understanding of their experiences. Lastly, I used tables and examples 




CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY 
This study sought to explore the lived experiences of adoptees in The Caribbean 
who have otherwise been silent about the ways in which adoption has affected their lives. 
I designed this study to capture the meanings Jamaican and Bahamian adoptees attribute 
to their experiences. Therefore, the research question was: What are the experiences of 
Caribbean adoptees with adoption? The descriptive quality of the analysis coupled with 
the detailed participant accounts made it possible for me to generate a comprehensive 
understanding of the experiences of Caribbean adoptees with adoption.  
While gathering pre-existing literature, I noticed there was no research that 
explored adoptee lived experiences in The Bahamas and Jamaica. Due to this, I believed 
that bringing adoptee perspectives to the forefront of the research would encourage the 
importance of hearing adoptee lived experiences and adding new perspective to existing 
literature. Findings encompassed much of what was found in the literature. The 
superordinate themes of journey to self-identity, need to normalize, having to earn 
parental love, duality of experience and trauma and abuse were all previously identified 
as themes that effected the adoptive populace (Barthol, 1993; Brodzinsky, 2011; 
Schwartz, 2006).  
On the other hand the superordinate themes of advocating for yourself/fighting 
back and self-resilience were de-emphasized in existing literature regarding the adoptee 
experience. Thus, I concluded that advocating for yourself/fighting back and self-
resilience were both themes suggestive of an assertive position that represents an 




large. In this case, findings suggested that participants were not often in a position of 
empowerment to advocate for themselves or demonstrate their self-resilience. 
Findings also suggested the need for further research with Caribbean adoptees to 
investigate participants strength-based qualities rather than simply focusing on the 
inadequacies and challenges of adoptees. In this chapter, I report results, strengths, and 
limitations, implications for the study, and suggestions for further research. In addition, I 
compare participants’ experiences from my study with previous literature. I include my 
personal reflections based on the process of conducting the research, and what surfaced 
for me throughout the process. In the section below I compared and contrasted findings 
of this research study to existing research discussed in Chapter 2.  
Comparison to Existing Literature 
Theoretical Research 
Despite the fact that no existing research involved Caribbean adoptee 
perspectives, I found an extensive amount of research including adoption in America and 
international adoption. During my exploration of existing theoretical research on 
adoption, I learned research favored the biological, social learning, multisystemic, and 
attachment theories. Early on during my research discovery, I concluded that none of 
these theories highlighted the adoptee perspective or meaning-making process. In 
existing research, Pertman (2002) depicted that hereditarian views of child development 
advocated for children to remain with biological parents or family in adoption. The social 
theory claims that adopted children will always have a need for social connection to their 




to form strong attachments or bonds relationally based on having a good sense of self 
(Cassidy & Shaver, 2008).  
Clothier (1938) discovered that children require relationships of approval and love 
that validate attachment. Lastly, according to Finley (2008), multisystemic theory focuses 
on how political, social, historic, economic, and legal forces in the environment affect 
relationships. After my research study, I concluded that my hypothesis about the theories 
were in fact correct; they pathologize adoption narratives and place adoptee perspectives 
in a position of disillusionment. In other words, in analysis of participant backgrounds, 
some theories were not comprehensively inclusive or applicable to participant family 
dynamics, especially in The Caribbean, thus were not relevant for comparison. 
Biological Theory 
My study findings showed that the superordinate theme of need to normalize 
emerged in this study and demonstrated a connection to existing literature. Participants 
mentioned that not being in a “normal family,” which they described as a family with 
blood related members, left them feeling less loved and accepted. For example, Zuri said, 
“I know what the normal circumstance is. I wanted the normal circumstance. I felt like I 
would never be completely loved and wanted” (p. 7).  
As participants described their experiences, they also all mentioned the need for 
cultural expectations and views about adoption to change in their country. For example, 
Ruby described her experience after sharing her adoption with others when she stated, “it 
was kind of a very negative experience for me, I guess it’s because it’s a small country 




normal biological family increased their feelings of being “different.” Thus, the 
superordinate theme of need to normalize emerged for all six participants.  
In existing literature, Benoit et al.’s (2018) study, which asked 19 French 
adoptees between the ages of 8 and 18 to explore their feelings and needs in their 
adoptions, supported my research findings. The adoptees noted that having the chance to 
connect with their historical identities generated a broader view and level of acceptance 
toward their unique adoptive situations. The adoptees also noted that the desire to be in a 
biologically-oriented family structure was negatively influenced by cultural norms. In 
comparison to Beniot et al.’s study, some participants in my study also acknowledged 
they were influenced by cultural norms and often felt less than or devalued as family 
members because they were not biologically related to family members. Ruby said “I 
thought I would never be valued or looked at as a true family member because I’m not 
blood related” (p. 9).  
In this study after participants connected with biological family and had negative 
experiences, their perspectives change. For example Marley said, “So people that are 
blood aren’t always the ones to know who you really are or the ones to treat you the way 
you deserve” (p. 10). However, this study demonstrated that the daily treatment 
participants received, not their need to be raised by biological family, was the most 
highly influential aspect toward their feelings of being accepted. For example, Quinn 
said, “I don’t think I was treated any different from a regular family member” (p. 13). 
Therefore, when participants felt they were not treated differently than any other 




their need to normalize their experience was a relevant step toward perceiving positive 
aspects of their overall experience. 
Attachment Theory 
All participants shared narratives that aligned with theoretical perspectives of 
attachment theory, which is concerned with a person’s ability to form strong attachments 
or bonds relationally based on having a good sense of self (Cassidy & Shaver, 2008). 
Clothier (1938) asserted that children require relationships of approval and love that 
validate attachment. She put forward that the first six years of the child’s life are 
detrimental to forming healthy attachments because during this time the child repeats 
behaviors in order to establish and re-establish his security in loving relationships. 
My study findings showed that most participants were adopted before they were 9 
months old. Still, participants reported that forming a strong attachment with adopted 
family was a challenge due to struggling with feelings of belonging. For example, Sarah 
said, “Being adopted, you don’t feel like you fit tin with places or people around you” (p. 
8). Still, participants only reported feeling lack of strong relational bonds and having poor 
sense of self until late adolescence. Quinn said, “It wasn’t until I was in my early 20s that 
I knew who I was as a person” (p. 6). It was at this time many participants noted that 
once they found a sense of belonging with at least one other person, their sense of safety 
increased and inspired them to attach to others more freely. For example, when Zoe 
spoke about her adopted mother’s efforts to increase her sense of belonging, she said, “I 
knew no matter what I did, or said I was valued, and it was safe to trust my adopted 




These results related to existing literature suggest that forming a relationally 
strong attachment for adoptees requires an adscititious amount of consistent reassurance. 
Adoptees needed to feel as if they were supported, safe, and valued regardless of their 
adoptive status. Therefore, the superordinate theme of acceptance and maturity connects 
to the existing literature. Still, when comparing existing literature to my study findings, 
the results may suggest that it is necessary to gather more information to determine what 
factors Caribbean adoptees consider they need in order to form strong attachments. 
Nonetheless, the fact that most participants acknowledged the challenge of forming 
attachments despite the age of adoption or ethnicity may suggest that developing strong 
attachments in the adoption triad presents a specific set of challenges not present in 
nuclear families with biological ties.  
Multisystemic Theory 
My study findings showed that the most conclusively and repeatedly 
acknowledged theory was the multisystemic theory. All participants noted that they were 
both interpersonally and relationally effected by political, social, historic, economic, and 
legal forces in their environment. As an example, Quinn passionately stated:  
Now, they are doing better but after you are adopted some people check for you 
and some don’t––I mean professionals. And no one talks about adoption in The 
Bahamas, there are no support groups or therapy. Things need to change but if no 
one cares about it they will never change for the better. (p. 2)  
Participants in this study also said that as children they all felt adult-dominant narratives 
diminished their voices, in fact, most participants adapted toward being silent and 




made. For example, Sarah noted,  “It was the ignorance of people that made me stop 
talking about my adoption altogether. I started avoiding the topic” (p. 9).  
When comparatively looking at existing literature, specific studies using 
multisystemic theory with adoptees could not be found. Finely (2008) suggested that 
supporting, treating, and viewing adoptive families from a multisystemic lens is best 
practice because the interconnected systems help embed and support members of the 
adoptive family. These systems may include family, peers, school, neighborhood, 
community, larger culture, and beyond. Finely asserted that the connection adoptees have 
to the community and the larger culture can yield positive adoptive outcomes.  
In comparison to Finely’s (2008) assertions, participants in my study reflected 
upon the importance of their connection to external support networks. In many cases 
these external support networks functioned by helping improve participants coping skills, 
trust, and enhancement their self-esteem. For example, when discussing the important 
role of support that her peers, family, and friends played, Zoe stated “When I was 
doubtful and feeling sorry for myself, they would uplift me” (p. 7). All participants 
accounted for the ways they were interpersonally and relationally able to feel accepted 
and mature after cultivating relationships through external support networks. Therefore, 
the superordinate theme of acceptance and maturity demonstrates a connection to the 
existing literature.  
Verbal Communication 
Existing research supports verbal communication as the dominant way 
researchers have identified as fostering better individual identity within one’s family 




in adoption is with allowing adoptees to have open communication to birthparents, 
extended family, culture, and heritage. My study findings showed that most participants 
had no fluid, transparent communication regarding their adoption with adopted caretakers 
or other persons. For example Quinn said, “I haven’t talked to a soul, not friends, not 
family, no one because I’ve always felt that no one could relate” (p. 8). This meant that 
participants in my study had to find alternate ways to foster their individual identity due 
to lack of verbal communication with adoptive caretakers. Quinn described he fostered 
identity through being autonomous and successful in his life endeavors. He said: 
No one helped me feel accepted and wanted when I was younger, no one talked 
me through my issues ….. I had to find my own worth and ways to make myself 
belong as an adult by going off to school and getting a masters . Now I own my 
own business. (p.15)   
Therefore, in my analysis, the superordinate theme of journey to self-identity emerged as 
participants were able to foster individual identity without verbally communicating with 
anyone else including adopted parents. In this theme participants stated that lack of verbal 
communication post adoption required them to use their own resources to foster feelings 
of importance of authenticity and self-acceptance.  
For example, Sarah had not communicated about her adoption with anyone until 
adulthood and became a motivational speaker. Sharing her adoption stories with adopted 
children helped Sarah cope with her level of self-acceptance. Sarah said: 
Through telling my story on platforms to empower other people I realize its less 
about where you start but how I inspire others, even though I didn’t talk about my 




The fact that verbal communication did not emerge as a dominant theme in this 
study may be suggestive of the fact that adoptive caretakers still appear to struggle with 
communication issues with their adopted children (Brodzinsky, 2011). For example, 
existing research suggested that some theorists believed that too much communication 
over emphasizes differences in the family, that too little communication increased the 
risks for family system dysfunction (Brodzinsky, 2015). In either case, researchers 
acknowledged lack of information regarding adoptee histories to be the main factor that 
prevents adopted parents from communicating with adoptees. There was no way to 
determine the root cause for adoptive caretakers lack of communication with adoptee 
participants; however, my study findings showed that three out of six participants 
reported learning of their adoptions from outside networks, or by happenstance. These 
participants reported feelings of betrayal, rejection, and disloyalty toward their adopted 
parents as a result of having to learn about their adoptive status from others rather than 
through direct communication with adoptive caretakers. Thus, my study findings 
indicated that adoptive parents reluctance of adapting to the need for open conversations 
with adoptees interrupts positive family building and leaves adoptees voiceless. Still 
although participants in my study reported feeling lack of trust and intimacy and 
difficulty feeling authentic, in adulthood they discovered courage and resilience toward 
overcoming adversities that they previously did not know they possessed. Conclusively, 
participants reported feeling grounded by their self-discovered confidence and sense of 
belonging.  
Lastly, in existing research, many theorists (Brodzinsky, 1993; Kerr & Bowen, 




adoptees ability to assert opinions and recognized their place matters within their family 
and their world. When comparing participant reports with existing research, many 
participants noted challenges in achieving self-worth were, in fact, connected to feeling 
their journey toward self-identity was one of ambivalence, fear, and silence about their 
questions regarding their adoption itself. This connection supports my hypothesis that 
giving voice to adoptees is imperative toward adoptees finding a balance between 
interpersonal identity, and the self-resilience required to challenge the rest of the world’s 
expectations of what family systems should look like. 
Inadequate Pre-and Post-Adoptive Services 
Only one participant acknowledged seeking out therapy services about adoption 
challenges. The other five participants from both Jamaica and The Bahamas identified 
pre- and post-adoptive agency services, support groups, and psychotherapy as socially 
stigmatized options that showed familial weakness. For example, when Zoe discussed 
post-adoption agency services she said “No one ever checked in me, no social worker. 
And you can forget therapy, if you are depressed, Caribbean parents tell you stop making 
noise and go outside and play” (p. 9). Instead, all participants noted that rather than 
seeking post adoption services their ability toward accepting their adoptive circumstances 
rested in their ability to accept that God placed them in their adoptive situations. 
According to participants, in times of adversity, faith, and hope established a 
sense of self-resilience in participants toward perseverance and sustainability. For 
example, Ruby said, “And then certainly after I became a Christian, or a born again 
Christian, I definitely did lots of work on rejection and abandonment and where that was 




literature, Grotevant and McRoy (1998), Foli and Thompson (2004), and Lancaster and 
Nelson (2012) asserted that pre- and post-adoptive services are leading factors associated 
with the way adoptive families build cohesive family structures after adoption. For 
example, Brodzinsky et al. (1998) and Grotevant et al. (1998) found evidence that 
exploring children’s feelings in therapy of connectedness with their adoptive family 
could encourage the confounding relationship. In their study, Grotevant et al. interviewed 
177 adoptive parents and adolescents in Minnesota and Texas about their post-adoption 
communication. The results indicated that adoptive families that sought supportive 
agency services had higher levels of satisfaction about their adoption situation. Adopted 
adolescents also reported more positive feelings and higher levels of respect about their 
adopted parents.  
My study findings connect to existing literature through the superordinate theme 
of self-resilience. In this case, the participants’ ability to utilize their belief, faith, and 
hope in God to overcome adverse situations revealed self-resilience. Thus, although I 
believe Caribbean adoptees could inevitably benefit from pre-and post-adoptive services, 
faith in God seems to have unveiled a powerful position for adoptees. Faith in God seems 
to have awarded participants the opportunity to combat the destructive unspoken message 
that the best way to cope with adoption challenges is through psychotherapy services. 
Vulnerability during Adoptee Adolescence 
Existing literature suggests that adolescent adoptees undergo specific levels of 
emotional vulnerability (Fischer, 2014). For example, Waid and Alewine (2018) studied 
the characteristics of families and their reason for seeking post- adoption support. In one 




support. Adopted parents had primarily adopted children internationally or from U.S 
child welfare systems. The results showed that the timing of caregivers seeking help was 
around the age of 12 and the average adopted age of the child was three. The findings 
indicated that age 12 may be a particularly vulnerable time for adoptive families in areas 
of behavioral difficulties, and emotional-behavioral difficulties.  
In comparison to existing studies, my findings also showed that participants 
reported feeling a heightened sense of vulnerability and ambivalence in adolescence. This 
becomes evident in Sarah’s description when she stated “At about age 14 or 15, I was 
especially confused and weak, emotionally, and mentally, I couldn’t make sense of who I 
was, or why I had to be adopted” (p. 17). In most cases these feelings of vulnerability 
increased participant behavioral and emotional difficulties. For example, Zoe said, “I 
never respected authority, I would trip and beat up little kids at school , throw tantrums, 
lie, cheat on tests. I was all around disrespectful, I had a lot of pain inside” (p.16).   
The superordinate theme of journey to self-identity connected to existing 
literature because participants acknowledgement of vulnerability during early to late 
adolescence. Also, participants in my study noted that their journey toward self-identity 
did not include agency support. Therefore, I concur with Waid and Alewine ( 2018) who 
suggested there is in an increased need for agency involvement to encourage 
conversations about vulnerabilities that accompany adopted adolescents. The importance 
of agency and non-agency supportive resources in existing research suggested that long-
term support can predict successful adoptive family outcomes (Goodwach, 2003).  
This study did not thoroughly address the factors surrounding adoptees’ lack of 




necessary to further explore and seek out knowledge into the specific vulnerabilities 
Caribbean adoptees face during all life stages and throughout the various stages of the 
adoption journey.  
Child- Shifting Practices in the Caribbean 
Existing literature in the Caribbean stated child shifting typically placed 
grandparents or aunts as temporary or permanent caregivers for a child (Chamberlain, 
2004). According to Chamberlain (2004), child-shifting in the Caribbean provided a 
cultural template for specific beliefs, values, morals, expectations, and behaviors. For 
example, in the Bahamas, raising, disciplining, and monitoring children was noted as a 
community effort. (Saunders, 1990). Comparatively, the existing literature and my study 
analysis share commonalities.  
Although only one participant was adopted by their nuclear family, all six 
participants noted that due to living on a small island they knew at least one member of 
their nuclear family. For example, Sarah said, “Jamaica small yinno, most people find out 
some backwards way about who adopted them, I know I did” (p. 12). Most participants 
noted that they had not actively sought out relationships or contact with biological 
family; however, due to the informal sense of tight-knit community, learning of their 
histories seemed unavoidable. For example, Zuri stated, “I didn’t ever look for them, 
island people talk too much, but I knew who they were, no one specifically told me but I 
heard the chitter chatter” (p. 10). Therefore, the superordinate theme of duality of 
experience connected the existing literature.  
In my study analysis, participants brought up both the negative and positive sides 




suggested that many participants were curious to connect with members of their 
biological family but came across internal and external barriers. Some participants were 
discouraged by adopted parents, they felt self-ambivalence, and fear, or they could not 
locate records to connect with kinship ties. In any case, because participants noted that 
learning of their histories was unavoidable due to living on small, tight-knit community 
they often had no control over their curiosity to connect or reconnect with kinship ties. 
The lack of control participants felt regarding learning of their histories left participants 
with mixed feelings about their current caregivers.  
In conclusion, child shifting practices were not prevalent in the report from 
participants in this study. Still, as Saunders (1990) noted, because parenting 
responsibilities are a communal effort in many Caribbean regions, parents need to be 
encouraged to openly discuss adoptive circumstances with adoptees. This way adoptees 
could have more control over fulfilling their curiosities in a safe, responsible, and truthful 
way rather than receiving mixed messages from members in their communities. Also, due 
to the internal and external boundaries participants reported in this study, supportive 
agency services may be helpful toward minimizing the challenges adopted children face 
regarding lack of control connecting to histories and curiosities about histories.  
Single Mothers in the Caribbean 
In this study, half of the participants reported that their adoption by single mothers 
enhanced their obligation to their adopted parent and pressure to succeed. For example 
when Zuri talked about the pressure she felt to succeed because she was adopted by a 
single mother she said, “They didn’t have to choose me or pick me, but they got me so I 




Participants noted that observing the challenges single mothers had in order to provide 
for them as adoptees with limited resources and lack of agency support affected their 
adoption experience. Participants also noted that because their adopted mothers were 
single, it was more important for them to earn their mother’s love. This was the case for 
Quinn who stated, “My mom couldn’t have kids and she was husband-less, a single 
mother with little help. So I felt this obligation towards looking out for my mom” (p.12). 
Most participants also noted their biological mothers were between the ages of 12 
and 20 and had given birth to children out of wedlock. Participant reports align with that 
of current existing literature conducted in The Bahamas. In 2013, the Vital Statistics 
Provisional Board for The Bahamas reported that 441 adolescents (ages 15 to 19) had 
children out of wedlock. Nine children in that age group had babies born in wedlock. 
Young women ages 20 to 24 had 883 babies born out of wedlock and 164 born in 
wedlock. Similarly, in a Jamaican study regarding family and child health, Gibbison and 
Paul (2006) found that women in the study were also head of their households but had 
their first child between ages of 16 and 25. In this study Jamaican women also identified 
the position of women as economic providers for children as a cultural norm and 
expectation. In these cases, 65% of Jamaican women had babies born out of wedlock. 
During the analysis the connection between existing literature and this study 
became clear. The superordinate theme of having to earn parental love was displayed. In 
this theme participants in my study identified having single mothers affected their 
obligation to succeed and reciprocate care for their adopted parents. Because being a 
single mother and predominant economic supporter is so prevalent in The Caribbean, 




may lead to more inclusive understanding of treatment of adoptees in the future. Also, 
further evaluation of current Caribbean women’s role, particularly in single mother 
households, can lead toward greater understanding of cultural effects of societal discourse 
on adoptee narratives.  
Narrative Theoretical Framework 
Gergen (2015) suggested that narrative theoretical framework is helpful in order 
to explore the stories and meaning that attribute to participants’ unique way of 
understanding their own lives. By interviewing participants I was able to interpret and 
witness them re-interpret their world as they shared their narratives (Gergen, 2015). 
Throughout the study, I heard the voices of adoptees in the Caribbean (often silenced) 
and I re-interpreted the adoptees experience using their detailed descriptive and thematic 
qualities of language. Gergen (2015) stated “Constructionism invites a certain humility 
about one’s assumptions and ways of life, fosters curiosity about others’ perspectives and 
values, and opens the way to replacing the contentious battles over who is right with the 
mutual probing for possibilities” (p. 27). In other words, I found value in remaining 
curious and objective about the experiences and perspectives of all adoptee participants. 
Because this study’s focus was to highlight the adoptees’ unique experience, I added to 
the existing body of research that typically focused on adoptive parent and social worker 
perspectives of adoption. 
Also, because I used narrative theoretical framework, participants’ detailed 
descriptions were indictive of a sort of visual storytelling regarding the process of their 
individual making sense of their world. Participants directly and passionately reported 




findings of the research analysis lent itself toward exhibiting social inequities, classism, 
and favoritism toward blood related kinship groups in both countries, which affected 
participants’ perception of self. This aspect of the findings mirrors previous research 
conducted in the Caribbean supporting the notion of social inequities, class divides, and 
racial inequality that continues to govern the culture in many Caribbean regions 
(Saunders, 1990). Each participant’s discernment added to my understanding of how 
exhaustively effected they are by cultural norms within their respective communities. 
Listening to their stories solidified the importance of my study and provided many of 
them with the first opportunity to vocalize their lived experience.  
Listening to their stories also allowed me to enter the “inner world” (Brodzinsky, 
2015) of adoptees by listening to their needs, resentments, joys, and hopes. Brodzinsky 
(2015) emphasized the benefits of listening to adoptee personal stories toward 
acknowledgement of new forms of family dynamics. By entering the inner world of 
participant experiences, I better understood the impact history, culture, and the ordinary 
realms of daily life had on them. In this case, participants’ passion regarding need for 
change in legal reform, social stigma, and marginalization highlighted the dire need for 
the adoptees’ voices, specifically regarding their experiences, to be heard.  
Strengths and Limitations of the Study 
There are many strengths connected with this research study. One of the strengths 
was that utilizing the semi-structured open interview style allowed for the discovery and 
understanding of the complexities about the research participants meaning-stricken 
dialogues. Because each participant’s conversation was recorded, they generated rich 




experiences. Thus, this study cultivated awareness of how the socio-cultural patterns and 
economic variables surrounding adoption in the larger community affected the adoptees’ 
experience. 
In addition, using IPA to generate detailed, comprehensive understandings of 
adoptee experiences was also a strength that illustrates the purposefulness of this study. 
The IPA approach had an idiographic focus, which means it offered insights into how 
participants make sense of the personal significance of adoption phenomenon in their 
lives (Smith et al., 2009). The IPA was useful in this study by facilitating detailed, labor 
intensive examinations of participants lived experiences. In doing so, I was required to 
examine complex topics that were often ambiguous and emotionally burdened. This was 
a time consuming process that required me to experience each participants’ account of 
their lives on their terms rather than my own pre-existing  preconceptions. Additionally, 
using IPA helped me identify patterns implicit in participant experiences as they 
emerged. Table 3 shows which participants experienced each superordinate theme and 
demonstrates a phenomenological summary of the adoptees as a group. 
Table 3.Participants and Represented Superordinate Themes 
Superordinate Themes 
Participants 
Zoe Marley Ruby Quinn Zuri Sarah 
Journey to Self-Identity x x x x x x 
Advocating for Yourself/Fighting Back x x x x x x 
Need to Normalize x x x x x x 
Acceptance and Maturity x x x x x x 
Having to Earn Parental Love x x  x x x 
Self-Resilience x x x x x x 
Duality of Experience x x x x x x 






The fact that this is one of the first studies hearing the voices of Afro-Caribbean 
adoptees, means that this is a strength of the study. Allowing participants to explain 
complex issues in detail was a powerful and compelling experience, which often 
generated new perspective in participants experience as well as my own. In many cases, 
while hearing the voices of participants, I redirected the research based on the 
information that emerged from participants in real time. This allowed for an in depth and 
detailed examination of the participants’ issues.  
My personal experience as a Caribbean adoptee that also works as a clinician with 
the adoptive population was a strength in this study. This gave me the advantage of 
understanding how to best access participants for recruitment, particularly when 
considering the lack of data regarding the adoptee populace. As I expected, it was 
difficult identifying participants; however, many professionals in the adoption field and 
friends shared my study with persons they knew, which instilled trust and encouraged 
participants to speak with me. I found that once participants learned that I was a 
Caribbean native, they were more inclined to discuss topics of such vulnerability and 
sensitivity with me because they felt I could relate to their experiences culturally.  
Although I am a Caribbean adoptee, I did not disclose my adoptive status to 
participants until the end of the debriefing interview. I felt that, because this population is 
at particular risk for being verbally oppressed, it was important for me to fully allow 
participants to share their experiences without the influence of my bias by involving my 
background. I felt that if I shared personal details participants may have felt hesitant, or 




was a strength in this study because I took precautions toward creating ethical boundaries 
to protect participant reports.  
Lastly, I took multiple provisions to protect participants that are also strengths in 
this study. First, I reassured participants that their participation in this study was 
completely voluntary and they could withdraw from the study when they chose to. This 
highlighted participants’ ethical position and diminished the pressure associated with 
their participation. Because of the private and confidential nature of the topics discussed, 
I used pseudonyms to protect participants identity. I also checked in on participants 
during interviews and had a debriefing interview to provide each participant with an 
opportunity for closure and questions. At the debriefing interview, I provided participants 
with resources for therapy services as an additional form of support. In the write up of 
this study I did not include identifiable information in order to protect participants 
identities.  
Some limitations should be considered regarding this study. The first limitation 
was that only one male and five females participated. Gathering a more heterogenous 
sample of male to female ratio would have been the preferred outcome. Having more 
female than male participants meant the study findings may be more heavily dependent 
on female perspectives.  
Another limitation in the study was that my background as an Afro-Caribbean 
adoptee could have potentially created bias. Both the questions I asked in the interviews 
coupled with the way I interpreted the data could be viewed as a limitation. I made 
multiple efforts toward remaining true to the structured nature of the data analysis 




committee members also discussed, reviewed, and helped revise non-leading, open 
interview questions. Moreover, I discussed my dissertation with my chair throughout the 
dissertation process. I also used member-checking after the interviews which allowed 
participants to add any information or additional details to their transcript. Finally, I kept 
a self-reflective journal throughout the dissertation process to remain thoughtful about 
anything that came up for me during this study. Although it was impossible to remain 
completely subjective during the research process, overall, I believe the efforts I made 
toward safeguarding participants allowed them to willingly participate in this study and 
discuss topics with authenticity. 
Implications of the Study 
Clinical Work and Training 
In the discussion of the literature background in Chapter II, I addressed the 
importance of MFTs working alongside individuals and families to interpret how 
constructed realities in cultural societies effect their everyday lives. I noted that the 
cultural discourses ingrained in language effect our perceptions of ourselves and the 
meanings we attach to our lives. When working with adoptees, acknowledging the 
influences of these cultural discourses is imperative, especially when considering that a 
responsible, ethical MFT should conduct culturally sensitive therapy that acknowledges 
systemic, relation practice. The impermanence of the patterns in what constitutes family 
life has created a division in many Caribbean cultures including Jamaica and The 
Bahamas (Craton & Saunders, 1998). Therefore, it is imperative to establish and execute 
adoption-competent training and therapeutic practices. In order for MFTs to become 




implemented into more training and educational programs as a specialized field of study. 
One area of training for adoption competent professionals should focus on practitioner 
understanding of the effects of migration and relocation within Caribbean populations. 
This awareness could promote more ethical, qualified therapeutic practice. 
Another implication in this study was that some of the participants had physically 
relocated to other countries and within the U.S. The circumstances of relocation in each 
participants case differed: (a) dual citizenship, (b) better economic job opportunities, or 
(c) seeking connection with biological family. Even though this relocation pattern was 
not true for all participants, the inclination to create a better path for their future without 
the roadblock of adoption stigma was an integral part of some individuals need to 
overcome strife in their adoption story. Jokhan’s (2008) conclusions on the effect of 
poverty on migration patterns in Caribbean regions support this implication.  
As stated in Chapter II, Jokhan (2008) noted that although black parents in the 
Caribbean leave their children in the care of spouses, relatives, and friends in efforts 
toward improving their economical living standards, many children experience a sense of 
separation and suffer from emotional and psychological neglect. These migration patterns 
have resulted in the need for extra support of the extended family to care for children, 
particularly in Afro-Caribbean and American black families alike (Jokhan, 2008). The 
migratory patterns of Afro-Caribbean persons have determined that family systems 
encompass strong familial ties. This means that an implication for this study would be for 
persons interested in conducting future research and MFTs to have heightened awareness 
about the effects of migration on Afro-Caribbean populations and interweave related 




Adoptees, Adoptive Family, and Community 
The study findings suggested several implications for adoptees, adoptive families, 
and the community. Due to the fact that many Afro-Caribbean adoptees are adopted due 
to the high rates of teenage pregnancy, impoverished parents, and abuse and neglect 
adoptees reported psychological distress and issues relating to others in the community. 
In most cases, adoptees had no access or awareness of community resources to help them 
cope with the challenges accompanied with their adoption. Adoptees also had the 
inability to gather or locate data about their histories due to poor record keeping and the 
informality of adoption practices in their community. Adoptees feelings regarding 
stereotypes, stigma, marginalization, classism, and discrimination further increased their 
feelings of powerlessness and added the additional challenge of stress related concerns to 
each of their lives.  
There are also many implications for families that adopt in The Caribbean 
particularly due to the tight-knit nature of the community. In many cases, families that 
adopt are not equipped with the level of ongoing social support, financial resources and 
services, or communal support required to enter adoption soundly. Furthermore, the fact 
that most Afro-Caribbean cultures practice child-shifting presents concerns for families 
due to the difficultly children often face with transitions. This is concerning based on the 
fact that research shows that children privy to child-shifting often experience that the 
shifting of parental roles increases the development of insecurities and trust issues 
relationally (Chamberlain, 2004). Despite, the aforementioned challenges adoptees 
demonstrated resilience by connecting themselves to external supportive networks 




adversarial life demands they encountered. Still, Caribbean adoptive families and 
communities need to advocate for the development of more community-based 
organizations. These organizations need to be geared toward supporting the needs of the 
adoptive family, and adoptees,  and educating the general populace about specific needs 
that accompany the adoptive family structure. In addition, the adoptive families, and The 
Caribbean community at large need to advance and normalize mental health services. In 
doing so, adoptive families can receive the services and support needed to help them with 
the transitory stages that accompany adoption. Attaining these goals can help strengthen 
the relational quality of  adoptees, adoptive families, and their sense of support within the 
community. 
Cultural Considerations 
Lastly, this study highlighted the adoption issues in the Jamaican and Bahamian 
society and need for cultural reform and updated laws to become more attuned and 
sensitive to the needs of adoptees. In fact, the study’s findings showed no participants’ 
testimonies regarding the retrieval of any social service or agency support post-adoption. 
Since, in both Jamaica and in The Bahamas, conversations centralizing adoption are not 
the norm, generating advocacy programs and mentorship opportunities for adoptees in 
each country is imperative. This emphasizes the need for adoption competent MFTs to 
provide a stage for adoptive families and for adoptees to have a voice at the forefront of 
conversations.  
This study also brought forth issues related to family separation, poverty, 
discrimination, marginalization, and stigma that increased stress in family dynamics. 




culture, but adoptees also noted their effects. In this study participants indicated that they 
experienced increased levels of the aforementioned factors as a result of feeling there 
were lack practical support for them and their families. Considering this, policymakers 
should recognize the importance of exploring the impact of adoption on the adoptee and 
appropriating policies that support the well-being of adoptees. By doing so, a conjoint 
effort on a societal level can humanize the adoption process in the Caribbean thus, 
providing a platform for adoptee voices to be heard and accepted as a cultural norm. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
The findings of this study brought forth the need for adoptees to have a safe, 
nonjudgmental, neutral, and like-minded environment to explore the ways that adoption 
effects their experiences. A direction for future research would be to conduct more 
studies with Caribbean adoptees in order to focus on the lived experiences of Caribbean 
adoptees. Constructing the same research in a new context, location, and with a different 
Caribbean culture can build upon research findings in this study. Future research may 
also benefit from examining the differences between adoptees from different Caribbean 
cultural regions mainly because the participants in this study were mostly of Bahamian 
ethnicity. Adoptees in this study were ages 25 to 38. Researching adoptees from a 
different age group in future research could prove valuable. Furthermore, it may generate 
new, unfounded information for researchers if they explore how other demographic and 
socially structured cultural factors impact adoptee lives. Future research could also 
address the effects of the adoption phenomenon from the adoptees perspective by 




Because I conducted this research during the COVID-19 outbreak, the structure of 
interviews via Zoom consequently made live face-to-face interviews impossible. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has subsequently impacted the lives of all participants in the study. 
Due to time constraints in the study, I did not have time to evaluate ways that major 
worldly events impact adoptee populations. Existing studies generously explore adoptive 
parent perception and motives toward adoption but also neglect to examine the various 
ways major world events and experiences effect the adoption triad. Existing research 
indicated that natural disasters such as hurricanes in the Caribbean are the leading cause 
of family dissolution and separation of parent-child relationships (Saunders, 1990). 
Therefore, understanding the effects of major life events on the adoptive family can help 
produce better sociopolitical approaches to adoption reform throughout The Caribbean. 
I found a major gap in the literature regarding mental health services provided in 
support of Caribbean adoptee needs. Current existing studies have acknowledged that no 
follow up monitoring, poverty, insufficient long term care, insufficient monitoring and 
crime are factors that determine children’s ability to become valued members of society 
in Caribbean regions (Saunders, 1990). With these considerations, I recommend MFTs 
educate Caribbean populations on the benefits of mental health services and begin to 
provide adoption competent services to adoptive families especially adoptees.  
Existing studies, alongside my study demonstrate that seeking out mental health 
services in The Caribbean is an admission of family weakness (Gibbison & Paul, 2006). 
Still, families with lower socioeconomic, lack of education, and lack of access to services 
are especially in need of mental health services. Therefore, future research could also 




Doing so, would provide mental health professionals and MFTs with credible information 
toward better serving Afro-Caribbean populations and adoptive families.  
Connection between My Experience and Findings of Past Literature 
Themes that emerged in my analysis such as ambivalence of trust, hopelessness, 
and uncertainty showed the influence that cultural nuances had on the participants views 
of self. As a result, many participants reflected negatively to the pressures of cultural 
expectations projected on their lives. The repercussions that cultural pressures placed on 
adoptee experiences became clear through their own insights to create the connection 
rather than my interpretation as the researcher. Still the role of social and cultural 
discourses within the participants’ experiences and meanings of adoption became clear to 
me through their descriptive interview responses.  
The outcome of the analysis also stipulated that, although not directly stated in the 
dialogue, relational trauma wove itself into adoptee lives whether they endured abuse or 
not. This supports previous research findings from Chapter 2 that all adopted families 
enter and negotiate levels of vulnerability and trauma (Foli & Thompson, 2004). In order 
to deflect this traumatization of feeling isolated and not worthy, each participant 
identified with acceptance as a significant factor toward survival of adoption 
circumstances. None of the adoptees independently concluded toward their need to 
survive as a personal strength.  
As the researcher, I noted the results were demonstrative of need for overall social 
change regarding attitudes, perceptions, and treatment of adoptees throughout the process 
of the adoption and the lifespan of the adoptee and the adoptive family. I concluded that 




participants in the study noted the study offered a unique, safe, likeminded platform to 
liberate themselves and unsilence their voices. In particular, the interviews with each 
participant reminded me of my own hopes for a better world or better version of myself 
to surface even during my worst experiences.  
Most of the existing research in Chapter 2 supported the view that after adoptees 
transition into adulthood, most of them still struggled with the recognition of self-value 
and heightened self-worth without access to external support networks (Becvar & Becvar, 
2018; Howard, 1999). In most cases, participants described this shift in perspective as a 
means of surviving the inadequacies of their circumstances. In this case, participants 
showed they had more resilience and courage to withstand adversarial situations than 
existing literature from adopted parents perspectives supports (Howard, 1999). In other 
words, most existing research focused on adoptee vulnerabilities rather than their ability 
to overcome accompanying adversities.  
The mentality of many of the participants regarding their involvement in this 
study rendered their sense of objection to remain isolated in their experiences. In many 
cases participants felt they were born in a destitute situation and their outspokenness 
about their lives was a challenge to the larger community to re-prioritize the conditions 
that effect adoptees. In Jamaica and The Bahamas adoption has casually been a tease-
worthy topic. Perhaps because adoption both perpetuates a double standard—going 
against the grain of the nuclear family dynamic and presenting multiple unequivocally 
“non- normal” family lifestyles thus no studies have focused on Caribbean adoptees. 




psychological challenges adoptees face, I was surprised to gain insight on the participants 
reports regarding a shift in perspective during their transition into mature adulthood.  
Each participant seemed to find differing methods toward shifting their attitude 
from being expendable toward recognition of self-value. I noticed that boundaries of 
participant perceptions narrowed when participants were fearful of the reality of the 
meaning of their adoption. Once I generated questions to expand their thinking, they felt 
comforted to accept other possibilities and recognized self-value independently. In other 
words, although this study did not generate change in participant self-value directly, 
many participants recognition of their own ability to survive became clear through open 
dialogue. This process also made my role of doing justice to each participants case 
difficult by attempting to maintain individuality whilst inserting my own interpretation. 
As the researcher, my notion of the findings is demonstrative of the impact 
adversity carries in each participants life and how adversity contributes to their meaning-
making process. I found myself delving deeper and deeper into what made participants 
committed to stand up to or change the adversarial effects of the meaning of their 
adoption. The eight superordinate and subordinate themes led me toward understanding 
the role adoption played for each participant throughout various lifecycle stages. I 
recognize the interconnection between the pain they felt and their resilience to that pain. 
My overarching conclusion was that some participants don’t know how to acknowledge 
their pain, especially since doing so would require an advanced level of self-acceptance 
beyond cultural norms. Still, I believe that providing a stage for participant exploration 




with a meaningful opportunity toward declaration of self-description and recreation of 
meaning their adoption holds in their lives to date. 
Conclusion 
Generating a better understanding of the individualistic yet unifying experiences 
of adoptees in The Caribbean seemed imperative to me. I connected the completion of 
this study to my acknowledgement and self-perception of the immeasurable challenges 
that many adoptees face throughout their lifespan. The findings of this study reified the 
importance of hearing the voices of adoptees from The Caribbean because persons not 
connected to adoption directly had no knowledge of the topic or the effects it has on 
family life. Gathering a more conclusive understanding of the meaning adoptees ascribed 
to their experiences with adoption promoted an opportunity for adoptees to open the 
dialogue about what change and reformation needs to take place within the process of 
adoption itself.  
Each participant’s proclamation is an invitation toward deeper and more insightful 
economic, political, cultural, and social policy changes. Therapists, agency providers, and 
adoptive parents could also use this study to become more informed about the services 
and needs of the adoptee. It is my hope that this study serves as a moral compass to all 
persons interacting and effecting the lives of adoptees. These courageous people are not 
victim to their circumstances, but instead given the opportunity thrive and serve a deeper 
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How long did you live in the house with you adopted parent(s)? 
o 0-2 years 
o 2-5 years  
o 5-10 years 
o 10-20 years 
o 20-30 years 
o 30- current years 
In which Caribbean island were you born? (which parish, island)? 
o Jamaica 
o The Bahamas  
Who adopted you? 
o Nuclear Family 
o Extended Family 
o Family Friends 
o Non-Related Persons 
What form of adoption applies to you? 
o Open adoption 
o Closed Adoption 





Recruitment Script for Potential Participants 
Hello, my name is Kelley Knowles and I am a doctoral student at Nova Southeastern 
University. I am calling to talk to you about participating in my research study. This 
study is about adoptees personal experiences with their adoptions in the Caribbean. You 
are eligible to be in the study because you are an adult adoptee between the age of 25 and 
38, have (Bahamian)/ (Jamaican) ethnicity, and were adopted legally or by external 
family support networks (family, family friends). I obtained your contact information 
from (Describe source here once identified). 
If you decide to participate in this study, you will be asked to describe in explicit detail 
your personal experiences with your adoption. You will participate in a one-time 45-50-
minute interview on zoom platform.  I would like to audio record your interview and I 
will use the information on the audio recording to type out your responses, verbatim 
(word-for-word). A week after the interview I will contact you again and share my 
transcription with you in case you choose to add any forgotten or important information.  
Please remember that your participation is completely voluntary and that there is no 
monetary compensation for your participation. You can choose to be in the study or not. 
If you would like to participate, we can go ahead and schedule a time for me to meet with 
you via zoom and proceed to the interview process.  
Do you have any questions for me at this time? 
If you have more questions about this process or if you need to contact me about 














General Informed Consent Form 
 
NSU Consent to be in a Research Study Entitled 
An Exploratory Study of the Lived Experiences of Adoptees in the Caribbean, A 
Phenomenological Study 
             Who is doing this research study? 
              College: The College of Arts, Humanities, and Social Sciences at NSU 
 
 
Principal Investigator: Kelley T. Knowles, B.A. in Sculpture, M.S in Creative Arts 
Therapy. 
 








What is this study about? 
 
This is a research study is designed to explore the first- hand, everyday experiences 
adoptees have in the Caribbean. The purpose of this research study is to provide 
adoptees with a safe, open, non-judgmental platform to discuss the meanings they 
ascribe to their adoption experiences. Adoption research has not been collected, nor 
have adoptees in the Caribbean had opportunity to discuss their adoption experiences 
overtime. It can be beneficial for participants to explore and reframe the phenomenon 
(experience the meaning of their adoption differently) than they had before. 
 
Why are you asking me to be in this research study? 
 
You are being asked to be in this research study because you have lived experience 





This study will include about six people. It is expected that three people will be from 
Jamaica and three people will be from The Bahamas. 
 
What will I be doing if I agree to be in this research study? 
 
While you are taking part in this research study, you will have a one-time 40- 50-minute 
interview with the researcher. The researcher will ask you 6 open- ended questions. A 
week later you will have a 30- minute interview to read the researchers typed transcript 
of the interview and allow you to add any extra thoughts to the transcript. 
 
 
Research Study Procedures - as a participant, this is what you will be doing: 
 
Upon connection with the researcher as a potential participant in the study via word-of-
mouth recruitment, the researcher will set up an initial zoom meeting to further discuss 
the study. 
The PI will inform the participants of the study and share the specifics of the study by 
reading the recruitment script. Eligibility to participate in the study includes the fact that 
adoptees are between 25 and 38 years old, have been adopted legally for more than two 
years and/or were unofficially cared- for by external family networks (family, friends).  If 
the participants meet the criteria and agrees to participate in the study the researcher 
will review and complete the demographics form. If a participant chooses not to 
participate in the study the researcher will thank, he or she for their time. 
 
Standard procedural steps that will be taken include that : Upon agreeing to participate 
in the study the researcher will schedule a meeting time, and date for the interview to 
take place while both the researcher and the participant agree to find a quiet, safe room 
to conduct the interview. The researcher will review the signed informed consent form 
with the participant and ask the participant if they have additional questions or concerns.  
 
After consenting to participate in the study, the researcher will ask the participant to sign 
the consent form. The researcher will provide the participant with a copy of the signed 
informed consent and a copy of additional resources available to them in their 
community (i.e. therapy, support groups, community groups). The total length of time to 
complete the initial screening process, complete and sign the informed consent, set up 
an official interview time, and provide the participant with time for questions will be 40-50 
minutes.  
  
The participant and the researcher will meet via zoom platform for the completion of the 
interview, the researcher will review the steps to the study, and ask participants if they 
have any questions or concerns before proceeding to the interview questions. The 
interview will take 40-50 minutes to complete.  
 
The PI will inform the participant that she or he will be contacted within one week time to 
complete the 30 minute follow up interview, at that time the participant will review the 
transcript and add any extra or forgotten information they wish to add. 
 
Could I be removed from the study early by the researcher?  
If the participant appears to be under emotional distress at any time due to the interview 




vulnerabilities that need to be processed,  therapeutically and immediately the 
researcher may remove the participant from the study. 
 
Are there possible risks and discomforts to me?  
 
This research study involves minimal risk to you. To the best of our knowledge, the 
things you will be doing have no more risk of harm than you would have in everyday life.  
 
However, there are minimal psychological risks regarding the fact that sensitive topics 
regarding your adoptive experience may be discussed and questions asked in the 
interview procedures. 
 
Regarding privacy—confidentiality cannot be promised, but anonymity will be ensured to 
keep the personal identifying information of participants in the study safe. This risk is 
related to the participants participation in the study. 
 
 
You may find some questions we ask you (or some things we ask you to do) to be 
upsetting or stressful.  If so, we can refer you to someone who may be able to help you 
with these feelings. 
 
What happens if I do not want to be in this research study?  
 
You have the right to leave this research study at any time, or not be in it. If you do 
decide to leave or you decide not to be in the study anymore, you will not get any 
penalty or lose any services you have a right to get. If you choose to stop being in the 
study, any information collected about you before the date you leave the study will be 
kept in the research records for 36 months from the end of the study but you may 
request that it not be used.  
 
What if there is new information learned during the study that may affect my 
decision to remain in the study? 
If significant new information relating to the study becomes available, which may relate 
to whether you want to remain in this study, this information will be given to you by the 
investigators. You may be asked to sign a new Informed Consent Form, if the 
information is given to you after you have joined the study. 
 
Are there any benefits for taking part in this research study?  
The possible benefit of your being in this research study is to have the opportunity to 
explore and process aspects of your adoption experience that you may have not had 
before. Therapeutic benefits include the participants better understanding of the affect 
adoption has had in their lives. There is no guarantee or promise that you will receive 
any benefit from this study.  We hope the information learned from this research study 
will benefit other people with similar conditions in the future. 
 
 
Will I be paid or be given compensation for being in the study?  
 






Will it cost me anything? 
 
There are no costs to you for being in this research study. 
 
How will you keep my information private? 
 
Information we learn about you in this research study will be handled in a confidential 
manner, within the limits of the law and will be limited to people who have a need to 
review this information. In order to protect the participants privacy, the researcher will be 
the only person that knows the identity of each participants. Pseudonyms will be used 
throughout the transcripts to protect participants identity. All data will be available to the 
researcher, the Institutional Review Board and other representatives of this institution. If 
we publish the results of the study in a scientific journal or book, we will not identify you. 
All confidential data will be kept securely in a locked cabinet at all times. All data will be 
kept for 36 months from the end of the study and destroyed after that time by 
reformatting the disk thus permanently and irreversibly destroying all data.  
 
Will there be any Audio or Video Recording? 
 
This research study involves audio recording. This recording will be available to the 
researcher, the Institutional Review Board and other representatives of this institution. 
The recording will be kept, stored, and destroyed as stated in the section above. 
Because what is in the recording could be used to find out that it is you, it is not possible 
to be sure that the recording will always be kept confidential. The researcher will try to 
keep anyone not working on the research from listening to or viewing the recording by 
listening to audio recording with headphones and in a quiet room alone.  
 
 
Whom can I contact if I have questions, concerns, comments, or complaints? 
 
If you have questions now, feel free to ask us.  If you have more questions about the 
research, your research rights, or have a research-related injury, please contact: 
 
Primary contact: Kelley T. Knowles, B.A in Sculpture, M.S. in Creative Arts Therapy. 
Kelley Knowles can be reached at 1.242.376.2141 or 1.443.865.8570, Monday through 
Friday 9:00am- 5:00pm. 
 
If primary is not available, contact: Dr. Christine Beliard, Ph.D., LMFT, Dr. Christine 
Beliard can be reached at 1.954.262.3044. 
 
Research Participants Rights 
For questions/concerns regarding your research rights, please contact: 
 
Institutional Review Board 
Nova Southeastern University 
(954) 262-5369 / Toll Free: 1-866-499-0790 
IRB@nova.edu 
 
You may also visit the NSU IRB website at www.nova.edu/irb/information-for-research-






Research Consent & Authorization Signature Section  
 
Voluntary Participation - You are not required to participate in this study.  In the event 
you do participate, you may leave this research study at any time.  If you leave this 
research study before it is completed, there will be no penalty to you, and you will not 
lose any benefits to which you are entitled. 
 
If you agree to participate in this research study, sign this section.  You will be given a 
signed copy of this form to keep.  You do not waive any of your legal rights by signing 
this form.   
 
SIGN THIS FORM ONLY IF THE STATEMENTS LISTED BELOW ARE TRUE: 
• You have read the above information. 




















1. Introduce myself briefly build rapport with Interviewee 
2. Review Confidentiality terms 
3. Review Signed Consent Form (ensure they received a copy) 
General Background Questions 
1. Can you please tell me a little about yourself? 
2. What part of The Bahamas / Jamaica are you born in? 
3. At what age were you told about the story of your adoption? 
4. How did you come to learn about your adoption? 
5. Does your country have resources that connect you to other adoptees? 
6. Have you met and discussed your adoption with other adoptees?  
Researcher Questions (IPA) 
1. Tell me about your life as an adoptee?  
2. Can you tell me a story that defines your experience with adoption? 
3. Please describe how your adoption has had some of the biggest impacts on you? 
4. What have you believed about yourself through your relationship with your 
adoption?  
5. How would you describe your adoption? 
6. If you could draw a picture of what adoption has represented in your life, what 
would the     picture look like? 
Perceptual Questions 
1. What are your thoughts about adoption in the Bahamas/ Jamaica? 
2. What changes do you think need to take place to advance adoption in The Bahamas/ 
Jamaica? 
Meaning Questions 
1. What is the meaning of having your voice heard have for you? 
2. What meanings so you associate with your adoption experiences with? 
Future Oriented Questions 
1. What goals and hopes do you have for your future? 
2. What hopes do you have for your country in terms of adoption? 
3. Where do you believe your future is headed?Concluding Questions 
1. What message would you pass on to other adoptees? 




3. What message would you share with the Bahamian / Jamaican society? 
































Kelley Talithia Knowles was born and raised in Nassau, Bahamas. She completed 
her bachelor’s degree in Sculpture at Pratt Institute and her master’s degrees in Creative 
Arts Therapy at Long Island University, Post. She later obtained a license as a Board-
Certified Creative Arts Therapist in 2019. 
Kelley is a fifth year Ph.D. Candidate in the field of Marriage and Family Therapy 
at Nova Southeastern University in Florida, U.S.A. Kelley has co-presented her work at 
the national conference (IAMFC) on “Using Circular Causality to Explore Experiences of 
Couples and Families to Remain Neutral in the Therapeutic Process” and at the 
University setting. 
Kelley currently works in private practice setting serving individuals, couples and 
families with stellar mental health services. Kelley is on track to becoming a licensed 
MFT and an approved AAMFT supervisor. Her goals as a clinician include the 
development of a private practice that serves to address the overall wellbeing, health and 
standard of a person’s lifestyle. She is most passionate about being a wife and mother to 
two outstandingly beautiful babies. Kelley’s family and her relationship with God and 
Lord savior Jesus Christ provided her with strength and agility to complete this study.  
As an adoptee, Kelley is passionate about drawing people closer to the benefits of 
adoption. Kelley will continue to venture a journey that aims at bringing awareness to 
The Caribbean cultures and black people about the importance of hearing adoptee voices.  
